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The Scorpion

ORA BERGER, Ramat-Gan

Abstract. The phenomenon of pilgrimage to Ta‘izz, south west Yemen, to the grave of the Jewish 
and Yemeni poet Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi (1619 –1680†) is well known. However, the scor-
pion in that context has been less scrutinized. 

I wish to focus on the phenomenon of pilgrimage to his grave, by Jews and Muslims, from the 
point of view of art history. The target is to shed light on the scorpion as a symbol of fertility. The 
basis is the belief that visiting his grave will cure infertility. While being there, the appearance of 
an alive scorpion was considered a sign of cure. 

The scorpion will be shown in four new types of Jewish jewellery from Ṣan‛ā from the second 
half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, as well as, its origin in 
Jewish and Islamic art and belief. 
[Yemen, Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi, jewellery, scorpion, fertility]

Introduction

From 1882 till 1950 Jews of Yemen made Alia (come back) to Israel. This had turned 
Israel to the only place in the world to research phenomena of Jews of Yemen in real 
time of its still happening in Yemen, including jewellery.1 

The scorpion is the main iconography of four types of jewellery brought into Israel, 
as well as, existed in Ṣan‛ā in the Jewish community in parallel time: Labbah (s.), 
Lazem (s.), Khoratah (s.) and Aqrabe (s.).2 All the four are new types dated to nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, not known in the eightieth century in Ṣan‛ā (Berger 
1987; Berger 2005). There is no scorpion at all in Jewish iconography in the Jewish 
community in Ṣan‛ā in the eighteenth century, except only from one type of jewellery 
dated from the end of the eighteenth century/the beginning of the nineteenth century, of 
which I named Humat al-aqrab(s.) – “Scorpion’s Venom”, from the reasons explained 
below (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

This paper is concerned with the scorpion in the above mentioned new types of Jew-
ish jewellery in Ṣan‛ā in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the essence of its 
existence lie three questions. First, whose scorpion is it? Second, is the scorpion a new 
iconography in Yemen? Third, what is the art formula of the scorpion and what can we 
conclude out of that?

The Scorpion and Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi 

One of the first phenomena that had been researched in Israel is the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz 
to the grave of the Jewish poet Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi (1619 –1680†). Erich Brauer 
had conducted the research as a field work among Jews of Yemen in Israel at the first 
years of the twentieth century (Brauer 1935: 65 –169). 

One of his conclusions shows the scorpion as a symbol of fertility. The basis is the 
popular belief that visiting al-Shabazi’s grave will cure infertility. While being there, the 
appearance of an alive scorpion was considered as a sign of cure. The alive scorpion 
was taken confidentially. The phenomenon was wide and was common to Jews and 
Muslim women (Brauer 1935: 168).

 Earlier information on that phenomenon and its wide popularity among Jews and 
Muslims was provided by Yaakov Saphir, an emissary from Israel to Yemen in 1859 

1	 The four founders of  
the research on Jews of 
Yemen in Israel at the 
time are Erich Brauer, 
Simon Gridi, Prof. Boris 
Schatz and Mordechai 
Narkiss. Erich Brauer 
focused on the Jewish 
women, Simon Gridi on 
jewellery, Boris Schatz  
on acquiring Yemenite art 
to The Jewish National 
Museum Bezalel which 
was at the time part of 
Bezalel Academy of Art 
(established 1906, Jeru
salem) and Mordechai 
Narkiss on Jewish art. For 
the M. A. thesis of Simon 
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1909 see Tamir 1982:10. 
For a big Khoratah over 
the chest of little children 
photographed by Yihye 
Haybi in Ṣan‛ā between 
1927–1944, including his 
kids, see Sha’ar 1985: 19, 
fig.17, 25, fig. 31, 29, fig. 
42, 39, fig. 66, 53, fig. 95, 
64, fig. 119, 86, figs. 156, 
157, 87, fig. 158, 88, 
fig.161. Also see Berger 
1987: 121.

9	 In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed Name Badihi who 
got married in Ṣan‛ā in 
1902 in the age of tenth 
years old. She was 
adorned with one big 
Khoratah and two little 
Khorayuth. The informa-
tion was supported by 
more three other women, 
also in the status of “Girl 
Bride”. I am extremely 
thankful to all of them. 
For the “Girl Bride” and 
her adornment with a big 
Khoratah and two little 
Khorayuth see Berger 
1987: 55 – 57, 68, 121. 

10	 In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed this bride, named 
Same Garta, who dated 
the photo to 1941. I am 
thankful to her and to 
Ruma Haybi, the photo
grapher’s widow, for the 
photo. For other grooms 
adorned with Khoratah 
photographed by Yihye 
Haybi see Sha’ar 1985: 
74, fig. 133, 80, fig.146.

11	 For photos showing 
Aqarib (pl.) hanged till 
the Jewish bride’s belly, 
photographed in Ṣan‛ā 
by Carl Rathjens in 1934, 
see Berger 1987: figs. 
XX.1–XX.2. I would  
like to thank Dr. Rüdiger 
Vassen and Gertrud Schier 
for the photos. For photos 
showing Aqarib (pl.) 
hanged till the Jewish 
bride’s belly, photo-
graphed in Ṣan‛ā by Yihye 
Haybi in 1927–1944 see 
Sha’ar 1985: 73, fig. 130, 
77, fig.139, 78, fig. 142, 
81, fig.148.

12	 For more Gargush Mizah-
har see Brauer 1934: fig. 
3 / 2; Berger 1987: figs. 
I – I.11; Christie’s Amster-

It is known that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Jewish jewellery, in Yemen in 
general and in Ṣan‛ā in particular, had been turned to a second name to amulets. However, 
Jews of Yemen had a dispute regarding amulets long ago. Those who follow Maimonides, 
reject it. Those who follow Kabbala accept it.5 This photographic rare Labbah clearly 
presents this situation. Its hidden parts present an amulet, whilst, its shown parts present 
a jewel. “The seen and the hidden’’ is the most important dominant feature of Jewish je-
wels in Ṣan‛ā at the end of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth centuries. 

The above mentioned photographed silver Labbah choker and the scorpion on each 
of its two silver triangular Tatarif is a rare, unique and a very early prototype of Labbah 
in the frame of the nineteenth century (Fig.1). Its little size, its very modest appearance, 
the hammering technique of the scorpion, the solid silver and the totally absence of fili-
gree technique, are the features of this type of choker at its beginning phase in the nine-
teenth century and therefore extremely important example for the research of the devel-
opment of Labbah.

Almost no such Labbah choker was left, as well as, its visual documentation. Most 
Labbāat (pl.) known today are from the third and the fourth decades of the twentieth 
century and present the peak of the jewel. As the hammering technique had already to-
tally vanished from the Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā at the third and the fourth decades 
of the twentieth century, the image of the scorpion vanished as well from these late 
Labbāat.

Hence, Labbah in its peak has no scorpion at all on its Tatarif, rather not on any 
other of its parts. This is the exact case with Labbah in the rare photos of the Jewish 
bride, taken in Ṣan‛ā in 1934 by Carl Rathjens, as well as, by Yihye Haybi in 1927–1944 
– a member of the Jewish community (Figs. 4, 7).6 In the third and the fourth decades 
of the twentieth century Labbah was tied also to the chin of the Jewish bride and not 
only to her throat. As clearly shown, Labbah of the third and the fourth decades of the 
twentieth century is different from the choker that was tied to the throat of the Jewish 
bride in the nineteenth century (Figs. 1, 4, 7).

Labbah in its peak has no scorpion at all and is made as a filigree work. The vanish-
ing of the scorpion on Tatarif  initiated a constructional change. As Tatarif stopped being 
the most important part of Labba as a result of the absence of the scorpion from the big 
Tatarif, thus, Tatarif  had turned only to the technical solution to lock the jewel. As a 
result, the proportions of Labbah had changed. The focus was turned from Tatarif to the 
chains in the center. Whilst the size of Tatarif was constantly shrunken, the chain units 
in between were constantly elongated and widened. That direction of the development 
had turned Labbah from one type to another type. From a heavy choker of the nine-
teenth century it had gradually changed to a light yet big filigree breast plate as known 
in the third and the fourth decades of the twentieth century. 

That change enabled to adorn Labbah in its peak, also in a new way – on the chin of 
the bride (Fig. 4). That had happened only in the religious ceremonies of the wedding in 
order to combine the most important ceremonies with the most beautiful combination of 
jewellery, known in Judeo-Yemenite as Tsbuk Lulu (s.) (lattice of pearls). However, in 
the non religious ceremonies Labbah in its peak was adorned on the chest of the bride 
rather tied to her throat. Not necessarily by all the brides, as not all brides had it. The 
development of Labbah shows a phenomenon, in which the name of the jewel is not 
changed, but the type of the jewel is changed in a slow process, due to the process of the 
disappearing of the scorpion from it.

Lazem (breast necklace)

The scorpion on Tatarif of Lazem (breast necklace) is the same case as the scorpion on 
Tatarif of Labbah mentioned above. This specific Lazem was brought into Israel at the 
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Bequest of Edward C. 
Moore, 1891. I would  
like to thank the Islamic 
Department of The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 
New York, for their kind 
help, especially to Navina 
Haidar, Dr. Stefano Car-
boni, Warren Bennett and 
Annick Des Roches. See 
Porter 1988a: 235a, 
257a / 17; Carboni 1995: 
12 –13.

23	Goitein S.D. 1975; Qāfih 
1975. 

24	Goitein S.D. 1967, iv: 
203 – 204, 420 / 379; 
Goitein S.D. 1975: 9.

Here is the inventory list of the “ready made” silver units they had combined together 
to invent such Aqrabe: 

For the extraordinary 1 meter long tail, yet very narrow, they used the Salseh Sufra 
(yellow chain) or Salseh Methmman (octagonal chain). Both, silver gilded type of 
chains which were forced on Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā at 1872 by the second Ottoman 
rule over Ṣan‛ā who imposed such machine quick wire chains, instead of the slow solid 
silver hand work used before. The very disproportional tail had turned the “ready made” 
scorpion to almost a surrealistic one, hanged upside down by its very long unrealistic 
tail from the end of the yellow brocade headgear of the Jewish bride. As it was very light 
it always was kinetic and moved and therefore easily gained lot of attention.

For the the poison gland – the most dominant feature of the scorpion [that which was 
emphasized as a round hammered bulge at the end of the tail of the scorpion on the 
above mentioned Labbah & Lazem (Figs. 1, 2)], they used the three-dimensional filigree 
silver gilded Zanabil (s.) (basket). The fluffy, yet very light Zanabil was attached to the 
end of the long tail with a tiny silver wire and turned around itself constantly. 

Fig. 5	Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions). 

	A detail belonging to Fig. 6.
	Each Aqrabe (s.) (scorpion) is made of the following gilded silver “ready made” units: 
	Zanabil (s.) (basket) made of filigree. 1 meter long of Salseh Sufra (yellow chain) or Salseh 

Methmman (s.) (Octagonal chain). Couplet of Azrar Shabk (pl.) filigree buttons.

70	Schneider, Vom formulierten Anspruch zur kontrollierten Produktion

Abb. 6	Titelseite des Album der deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. 
© Pfälzische Landesbibliothek Speyer. 1a 6051/1 Rara

Abb 7	Seite aus dem Album der deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. 
© Pfälzische Landesbibliothek Speyer. 1a 6051/1 Rara

Abb. 8	Zwei Fotografien (Carte-de-Visite-
Grösse) aus dem Verlag J. F. Stiehm, 
Berlin. Ursprünglich die Nr. 94 aus 
dem Album der deutschen Gesell-
schaft zur Erforschung Aequatorial-
Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. © 
Ethnologisches Museum Berlin
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Gridi, see Gridi 1937. For 
jewellery as acquired by 
Prof. Boris Schatz and 
Mordechai Narkiss to The 
Jewish National Museum 
Bezalel, Jerusalem, see 
Narkiss 1941. The stories 
of the Yemenite jewellery 
that had brought to Israel 
are varied. Some stayed 
with the families. Others 
found a way outside Israel. 
Some were acquired for 
Bezalel and later on had 
turned to the jewellery 
core of The Israel Mu
seum, Jerusalem. Some 
were acquired, much later 
on, by The Israel Mu
seum. Two of the jewels 
shown here belong to the 
last two sources (Figs. 2, 
5 – 6).

2	 The Jewish Manage and 
jewels made for Muslim 
women in Ṣan‛ā in the 
nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries are not discussed 
here. 

3	 I would like to thank  
Dr. Rüdiger Vassen and 
Gertrud Schier for the 
photo (forth travel of  
Carl Rathjens to Ṣan‛ā 
1937–1938).

4	 I would like to thank Sima 
Golan and Ofra Brono for 
giving me their Seminar. 
For reconstruction of 
some “Angles Script” see 
Budge E. A. 1930: 440. 
The scorpion is in exam-
ple no. 3 (third line right). 
The triangle is in example 
no. 2 (second line right).

5	 The controversy first  
came to the open in the 
late nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth 
century in Ṣan‛ā in other 
matters. For the dispute in 
the open, known among 
Jews of Yemen as the 
‛Iqshim and Darda‛im 
dispute see Nini 1975.

6	 For photos of the Jewish 
bride adorned with Lab-
bah, photographed by Carl 
Rathjens in Ṣan‛ā in 1934 
see Berger 1987: 17–18, 
figs. XX.1–XX.2. I would 
like to thank Dr. Rüdiger 
Vassen and Gertrud Schier 
for the photos. For photos 
of the Jewish bride 
adorned with Labbah pho-
tographed by Yihye Haybi 

(Yaari 1951: 135). That puts the peak of this phenomenon in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, and its beginning sometime between al-Shabazi’s death (1680 †) and Saphir’s 
visit of 1859. 

Tobi shows, on the basis of earlier Islamic sources, that pilgrimage was natural to 
Jews who were condemned for that by the Prophet. However, in the last centuries that 
habit hardly kept by Jews of Yemen, except two pilgrimages, of which that to Ta‘izz is 
the most famous (Tobi 1964: 81, n. 7). Al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage was so popular that when 
Jews of Ṣan‛ā, who were not allowed to arrive to Aden for the come back to Israel, said 
they are going to Ta‘izz to visit the grave of al-Shabazi, they were allowed to pass (Na
daf 1929: 333).

The point that emerges from this, is the direct connection between the scorpion as a 
fertility symbol of al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage and the new appearance of the scorpion, 
simultaneously, in Labbah, Lazem, Khoratah and Aqrabe as new types of Jewish jewel-
lery in Ṣan‛ā. Thus, on the background of the absence of the scorpion in Jewish icono
graphy in Ṣan‛ā in the eighteenth century. 

Ṣan‛ā and the scorpion 
Labbah (choker)

Unfortunately, one of the rarest images of the scorpion is existing only as a photo-
graphed version (Fig.1). As far as I know, it is the earliest known image of the scorpion 
in Jewish jewel from the nineteenth century in Ṣan‛ā. The image of the scorpion here is 
a hammered relief in the center of each of Tatarif (pl.), which are the two triangular box-
construction finials comprising the locker of Labbah.

This Labbah was brought into the studio in the home of a Jewish silversmith in 
Ṣan‛ā, in 1937, to be melt for its heavy silver as an old Jewish piece of solid silver. It is 
a very heavy piece, as that specific Labbah is comprised out of plenty box-construction 
units, each made of solid silver three-dimensional box-construction. This Labbah had 
been photographed there by Carl Rathjens from the Hamburg Museum of Ethnography 
to his request, just before its melting, as a honor gesture of the Jewish silversmith, 
whose name is not known yet.3

The art formula of the scorpion here is very clear. It is an “up to down” view on a real 
scorpion. It should be emphasized that an “up to down” view on an object was the most 
common artistic way of presentation in Yemen, no matter in what medium. Hence, that 
is not unique, neither to Jewish silversmith, nor to the nineteenth and the twentieth cen-
turies Jewish art in Ṣan‛ā. As for example, an “up to down” presentation of varied ob-
jects is shown in ‘carpet pages’ (full illuminated pages) of Hebrew illuminated bibles 
from Yemen from the thirteenth-fifteenth centuries.

However, in our case here, the “up to down” view of the scorpion is in little scale and 
the body looks as it is eliminated and merged with the tail into a long and narrow ham-
mered line. In addition, the poison gland – the most dominant feature of the scorpion – 
is emphasized as a round hammered bulge at the end of the tail. Also, the four couples 
of legs, typical to the scorpion, are hammered as short straight eight lines.

If we look on this specific image of the scorpion in the eyes of the Jewish silversmith 
in Ṣan‛ā in the nineteenth century, we may see something else. The two silver triangular 
Tatarif , as well as, the hammered scorpion on each, is also the way of the silversmith to 
present “Angles Script” from the Hebrew Kabbalistic manuscript known as Raziel the 
Angle. i. e., instead of writing an amulet on paper or parchment, the silversmith had 
executed a silver amulet as the locker of this Labbah. 

Raziel the Angle is a very well known manuscript among Jewish silversmith in Yemen 
and some had brought it into Israel. As for example, in 1975, in the State of Israel, Sima 
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in Ṣan‛ā between the years 
1927–1944 see Berger 
1987: 16 –17, fig. XX.10. 
I would like to thank 
Ruma Haybi, the photo
grapher’s widow for the 
photo. See Sha’ar 1985: 
73, fig. 130, 74, fig. 131, 
79, fig. 144. For Labbah 
of the Jewish bride in the 
years 1875 –1880 see 
Berger 1987: 100 –101.

7	 The Metropolitan Mu
seum of Art, New York, 
91.1136. Bequest of 
Edward C. Moore, 1891.  
I would like to thank the 
Islamic Department of 
The Metropolitan Mu
seum of Art, New York, 
for their kind help, espe-
cially to Navina Haidar, 
Dr. Marilyn Jenkins and 
Annick Des Roches. 

8	 For a big Khoratah over 
the chest of a little boy 
photographed by Hermann 
Burchardt in Ṣan‛ā 
between the years 1901–

Golan and Ofra Brono had interviewed such silversmith and examined his Raziel the 
Angle manuscript, for centuries in his family (Golan, Brono 1975: 13 –19, figs. 
39 / 2 – 39 / 4). A copy of some pages is in my possession.4 Secrecy was always a demand 
for the book of Raziel the Angle and therefore, in the frame of this tradition, I do not 
wish to publish the pages.

Being an amulet provides the explanation why a lot of thought and work had been 
invested by the Jewish silversmith in the hidden locker of Labbah, not seen at all, when 
Labbah was tied to the throat. Labbah did not adorn every women, but, exclusively the 
Jewish bride and / the Jewish married woman. At the end of the nineteenth and at the 
beginning of the twentieth centuries it was tied only to the throat. It should be clear that 
not every Jewish bride / Jewish married woman had Labbah as her personal property, as 
Labbah was a very expensive jewel.

To be hidden is a necessary phase for a Jewish amulet, as in Jewish thought, “The 
blessing is existing only in something which is hidden from the eye” (Babylonian Tal-
mud: Bava Metzia 42a). However, although Tatarif were not seen from the front, every 
one in the Jewish community knew the scorpion / the amulet is there, just behind the 
neck of the bride.

After this thought, this rare photographed Labbah encodes two levels – that which is 
revealed and that which is hidden. That which is revealed shows a piece of jewel in its 
beauty. That which is hidden is the amulet: the scorpion. It contains an information en-
coded within it, to be decoded only by he who knows “Angles Script” from the Hebrew 
Kabbalistic manuscript Raziel the Angle, or by he who knows the secret of Al-Shabazi’s 
scorpion (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1	 Scorpion.	
	 Hammered on two Tatarif (pl.) (finials) of a Jewish Labbah (s.) (choker).
	 Each Tatrofa (s.) is a three-dimensional box-construction made of solid silver. 
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 Second half of the nineteenth century.
	 Scorpions & Tatarif were not seen when this Labbah was tied to the throat of the Jewish bride 

and the married Jewish woman. 
	 Black-white rare photo.
	 Photographed by Carl Rathjens in 1937 in the workshop in the home of a Jewish silversmith in  

Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab whilst this Labbah was brought into by Jews to be melt as an old piece for its 
heavy solid silver. 

	 Hamburg, Hamburgisches Museum für Völkerkunde.
	 Courtesy of the Hamburgisches Museum für Völkerkunde, Hamburg, Germany.
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25	Goitein S.D. 1967, iv: 
200, 418 / 359 – 361.

26	For gold “Scorpion’s 
Venom” bracelets see 
Jenkins 1983: 65; Hasson 
1987: 66 / 74; Vrieze 1999: 
268c – 269a / 259, 273c / 
269, 273c / 269. For silver 
“Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelets see Hasson 
1987: 64 – 67 / 72. 66 – 67 / 
73 –77. 

For the two eyes of the scorpion, which never got any attention before by the Jewish 
silversmith in Ṣan‛ā, they used a couplet of silver filigree buttons from the type known 
Azrar Shabk (pl.). Azrar Shabk were filigree hemispheres of the sort Jewish women 
were used to attach along the front of their dress (Fig. 5 left). The couplet of the Azrar 
Shabk were attached to the end of the Salseh Sufra or Salseh Methmman exactly as the 
Zanabil, and so in constant movement.

Basically, the new scorpion was designed and executed out of three or four silver 
gilded “ready made”: Salseh Sufra or Salseh Methmman, or both, Zanabil and Azrar 
Shabk. Some variations had a round filigree oblong in addition (Fig. 5 left). A constant 
movement was a very important part of this jewel. In modern terms it was a kinetic 
scorpion jewel.

Fig. 6	Gargush Mizahhar (s.) (yellow brocade headgear) & Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions). 	
	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	Third decade of the twentieth century.
	This Gargush Mizahhar has few history phases: Made in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the 

third decade of the twentieth century by a Jewish jewellery designer woman. In 
ca. 1950, brought from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab into the State of Israel as the personal 
property of a Jewish woman who made Alia (come back) to Israel. After 1965, 
bought in the State of Israel by the Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

	The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. L. 87. 80.
	Photographed by Reuven Milon. 
	Courtesy of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, State of Israel.
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gen, dass man sich wohl nur durch Anschauung Klarheit und Aussicht auf Erfolge 
verschaffen kann“.

Sofort nach seiner Ankunft in Zentralafrika am 5. November 1873 machte sich Falken­
stein an die Arbeit. Er berichtete in seinen Briefen nach Deutschland regelmäßig über 
seine fotografische Tätigkeit und die Fortschritte, die er dabei machte. Er beschrieb im 
Detail wie seine Fotografien zustande gekommen waren, so dass wir für einzelne Foto­
grafien sogar genau wissen wann, wo und unter welchen Umständen sie aufgenommen 
wurden. Zusammen mit den Ausführungen zum Thema, die er in seinem Reisebericht 
niederschrieb, verfügen wir damit für das 19. Jahrhundert über eine einmalig dichte Be­
schreibung wissenschaftlicher fotografischer Praxis in Afrika.

Falkensteins Fotografien aus Aequatorialafrika wurden in drei verschiedenen Forma­
ten veröffentlicht. Exklusiv für die Mitglieder der Deutschen Gesellschaft zur Erfor­
schung Aequatorial-Afrikas veröffentlichte der Vorstand 1876 in zwei Teilen – einem 
Landschaftlichen Teil in drei gleichzeitig erschienenen Lieferungen sowie einem An­
thropologischen Teil – 200 Originalfotografien (Album der Deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas 1876; Correspondenzblatt 1876: 328 –330). (Abb. 6 
und 7). Die vierte Lieferung des landschaftlichen Teils, wie er 1976 noch angekündigt 
wurde, erschien nicht mehr (Correspondenzblatt 1876: 328). Im selben Jahr erschien in 
der Berliner „Photographischen Verlagsanstalt“ J. F. Stiehm ein Album mit 72 Fotogra­
fien, die aus diesen 200 ausgewählt worden waren. Dabei handelte es sich um eine Mi­
schung aus Landschafts- und Porträt bzw. Ganzkörperaufnahmen, die zum Verkauf an 
die interessierte Öffentlichkeit ausgewählt worden war. Auffallend daran war, dass es 
darin keine Aufnahmen von Frauen mit nacktem Oberkörper gab oder von gänzlich 
unbekleideten Personen (Loango-Küste 1876). (Abb. 4 und 5). Aus den erwähnten 200 

Abb. 4	(links) Titelseite 
des Albums Die 
Loango-Küste in  
72 Photographien. 
© Sammlung Woldan, 
Wien

Abb. 5	(rechts) 17. Blatt 
„Trachten in Facto­
reien beschäftigter 
Neger“ des Albums 
Die Loango-Küste  
in 72 Photographien. 
© Sammlung Woldan, 
Wien
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Gridi, see Gridi 1937. For 
jewellery as acquired by 
Prof. Boris Schatz and 
Mordechai Narkiss to The 
Jewish National Museum 
Bezalel, Jerusalem, see 
Narkiss 1941. The stories 
of the Yemenite jewellery 
that had brought to Israel 
are varied. Some stayed 
with the families. Others 
found a way outside Israel. 
Some were acquired for 
Bezalel and later on had 
turned to the jewellery 
core of The Israel Mu
seum, Jerusalem. Some 
were acquired, much later 
on, by The Israel Mu
seum. Two of the jewels 
shown here belong to the 
last two sources (Figs. 2, 
5 – 6).

2	 The Jewish Manage and 
jewels made for Muslim 
women in Ṣan‛ā in the 
nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries are not discussed 
here. 

3	 I would like to thank  
Dr. Rüdiger Vassen and 
Gertrud Schier for the 
photo (forth travel of  
Carl Rathjens to Ṣan‛ā 
1937–1938).

4	 I would like to thank Sima 
Golan and Ofra Brono for 
giving me their Seminar. 
For reconstruction of 
some “Angles Script” see 
Budge E. A. 1930: 440. 
The scorpion is in exam-
ple no. 3 (third line right). 
The triangle is in example 
no. 2 (second line right).

5	 The controversy first  
came to the open in the 
late nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth 
century in Ṣan‛ā in other 
matters. For the dispute in 
the open, known among 
Jews of Yemen as the 
‛Iqshim and Darda‛im 
dispute see Nini 1975.

6	 For photos of the Jewish 
bride adorned with Lab-
bah, photographed by Carl 
Rathjens in Ṣan‛ā in 1934 
see Berger 1987: 17–18, 
figs. XX.1–XX.2. I would 
like to thank Dr. Rüdiger 
Vassen and Gertrud Schier 
for the photos. For photos 
of the Jewish bride 
adorned with Labbah pho-
tographed by Yihye Haybi 

(Yaari 1951: 135). That puts the peak of this phenomenon in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, and its beginning sometime between al-Shabazi’s death (1680 †) and Saphir’s 
visit of 1859. 

Tobi shows, on the basis of earlier Islamic sources, that pilgrimage was natural to 
Jews who were condemned for that by the Prophet. However, in the last centuries that 
habit hardly kept by Jews of Yemen, except two pilgrimages, of which that to Ta‘izz is 
the most famous (Tobi 1964: 81, n. 7). Al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage was so popular that when 
Jews of Ṣan‛ā, who were not allowed to arrive to Aden for the come back to Israel, said 
they are going to Ta‘izz to visit the grave of al-Shabazi, they were allowed to pass (Na
daf 1929: 333).

The point that emerges from this, is the direct connection between the scorpion as a 
fertility symbol of al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage and the new appearance of the scorpion, 
simultaneously, in Labbah, Lazem, Khoratah and Aqrabe as new types of Jewish jewel-
lery in Ṣan‛ā. Thus, on the background of the absence of the scorpion in Jewish icono
graphy in Ṣan‛ā in the eighteenth century. 

Ṣan‛ā and the scorpion 
Labbah (choker)

Unfortunately, one of the rarest images of the scorpion is existing only as a photo-
graphed version (Fig.1). As far as I know, it is the earliest known image of the scorpion 
in Jewish jewel from the nineteenth century in Ṣan‛ā. The image of the scorpion here is 
a hammered relief in the center of each of Tatarif (pl.), which are the two triangular box-
construction finials comprising the locker of Labbah.

This Labbah was brought into the studio in the home of a Jewish silversmith in 
Ṣan‛ā, in 1937, to be melt for its heavy silver as an old Jewish piece of solid silver. It is 
a very heavy piece, as that specific Labbah is comprised out of plenty box-construction 
units, each made of solid silver three-dimensional box-construction. This Labbah had 
been photographed there by Carl Rathjens from the Hamburg Museum of Ethnography 
to his request, just before its melting, as a honor gesture of the Jewish silversmith, 
whose name is not known yet.3

The art formula of the scorpion here is very clear. It is an “up to down” view on a real 
scorpion. It should be emphasized that an “up to down” view on an object was the most 
common artistic way of presentation in Yemen, no matter in what medium. Hence, that 
is not unique, neither to Jewish silversmith, nor to the nineteenth and the twentieth cen-
turies Jewish art in Ṣan‛ā. As for example, an “up to down” presentation of varied ob-
jects is shown in ‘carpet pages’ (full illuminated pages) of Hebrew illuminated bibles 
from Yemen from the thirteenth-fifteenth centuries.

However, in our case here, the “up to down” view of the scorpion is in little scale and 
the body looks as it is eliminated and merged with the tail into a long and narrow ham-
mered line. In addition, the poison gland – the most dominant feature of the scorpion – 
is emphasized as a round hammered bulge at the end of the tail. Also, the four couples 
of legs, typical to the scorpion, are hammered as short straight eight lines.

If we look on this specific image of the scorpion in the eyes of the Jewish silversmith 
in Ṣan‛ā in the nineteenth century, we may see something else. The two silver triangular 
Tatarif , as well as, the hammered scorpion on each, is also the way of the silversmith to 
present “Angles Script” from the Hebrew Kabbalistic manuscript known as Raziel the 
Angle. i. e., instead of writing an amulet on paper or parchment, the silversmith had 
executed a silver amulet as the locker of this Labbah. 

Raziel the Angle is a very well known manuscript among Jewish silversmith in Yemen 
and some had brought it into Israel. As for example, in 1975, in the State of Israel, Sima 
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in Ṣan‛ā between the years 
1927–1944 see Berger 
1987: 16 –17, fig. XX.10. 
I would like to thank 
Ruma Haybi, the photo
grapher’s widow for the 
photo. See Sha’ar 1985: 
73, fig. 130, 74, fig. 131, 
79, fig. 144. For Labbah 
of the Jewish bride in the 
years 1875 –1880 see 
Berger 1987: 100 –101.

7	 The Metropolitan Mu
seum of Art, New York, 
91.1136. Bequest of 
Edward C. Moore, 1891.  
I would like to thank the 
Islamic Department of 
The Metropolitan Mu
seum of Art, New York, 
for their kind help, espe-
cially to Navina Haidar, 
Dr. Marilyn Jenkins and 
Annick Des Roches. 

8	 For a big Khoratah over 
the chest of a little boy 
photographed by Hermann 
Burchardt in Ṣan‛ā 
between the years 1901–

Golan and Ofra Brono had interviewed such silversmith and examined his Raziel the 
Angle manuscript, for centuries in his family (Golan, Brono 1975: 13 –19, figs. 
39 / 2 – 39 / 4). A copy of some pages is in my possession.4 Secrecy was always a demand 
for the book of Raziel the Angle and therefore, in the frame of this tradition, I do not 
wish to publish the pages.

Being an amulet provides the explanation why a lot of thought and work had been 
invested by the Jewish silversmith in the hidden locker of Labbah, not seen at all, when 
Labbah was tied to the throat. Labbah did not adorn every women, but, exclusively the 
Jewish bride and / the Jewish married woman. At the end of the nineteenth and at the 
beginning of the twentieth centuries it was tied only to the throat. It should be clear that 
not every Jewish bride / Jewish married woman had Labbah as her personal property, as 
Labbah was a very expensive jewel.

To be hidden is a necessary phase for a Jewish amulet, as in Jewish thought, “The 
blessing is existing only in something which is hidden from the eye” (Babylonian Tal-
mud: Bava Metzia 42a). However, although Tatarif were not seen from the front, every 
one in the Jewish community knew the scorpion / the amulet is there, just behind the 
neck of the bride.

After this thought, this rare photographed Labbah encodes two levels – that which is 
revealed and that which is hidden. That which is revealed shows a piece of jewel in its 
beauty. That which is hidden is the amulet: the scorpion. It contains an information en-
coded within it, to be decoded only by he who knows “Angles Script” from the Hebrew 
Kabbalistic manuscript Raziel the Angle, or by he who knows the secret of Al-Shabazi’s 
scorpion (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1	 Scorpion.	
	 Hammered on two Tatarif (pl.) (finials) of a Jewish Labbah (s.) (choker).
	 Each Tatrofa (s.) is a three-dimensional box-construction made of solid silver. 
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 Second half of the nineteenth century.
	 Scorpions & Tatarif were not seen when this Labbah was tied to the throat of the Jewish bride 

and the married Jewish woman. 
	 Black-white rare photo.
	 Photographed by Carl Rathjens in 1937 in the workshop in the home of a Jewish silversmith in  

Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab whilst this Labbah was brought into by Jews to be melt as an old piece for its 
heavy solid silver. 

	 Hamburg, Hamburgisches Museum für Völkerkunde.
	 Courtesy of the Hamburgisches Museum für Völkerkunde, Hamburg, Germany.

84	Berger, The Scorpion

25	Goitein S.D. 1967, iv: 
200, 418 / 359 – 361.

26	For gold “Scorpion’s 
Venom” bracelets see 
Jenkins 1983: 65; Hasson 
1987: 66 / 74; Vrieze 1999: 
268c – 269a / 259, 273c / 
269, 273c / 269. For silver 
“Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelets see Hasson 
1987: 64 – 67 / 72. 66 – 67 / 
73 –77. 

For the two eyes of the scorpion, which never got any attention before by the Jewish 
silversmith in Ṣan‛ā, they used a couplet of silver filigree buttons from the type known 
Azrar Shabk (pl.). Azrar Shabk were filigree hemispheres of the sort Jewish women 
were used to attach along the front of their dress (Fig. 5 left). The couplet of the Azrar 
Shabk were attached to the end of the Salseh Sufra or Salseh Methmman exactly as the 
Zanabil, and so in constant movement.

Basically, the new scorpion was designed and executed out of three or four silver 
gilded “ready made”: Salseh Sufra or Salseh Methmman, or both, Zanabil and Azrar 
Shabk. Some variations had a round filigree oblong in addition (Fig. 5 left). A constant 
movement was a very important part of this jewel. In modern terms it was a kinetic 
scorpion jewel.

Fig. 6	Gargush Mizahhar (s.) (yellow brocade headgear) & Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions). 	
	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	Third decade of the twentieth century.
	This Gargush Mizahhar has few history phases: Made in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the 

third decade of the twentieth century by a Jewish jewellery designer woman. In 
ca. 1950, brought from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab into the State of Israel as the personal 
property of a Jewish woman who made Alia (come back) to Israel. After 1965, 
bought in the State of Israel by the Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

	The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. L. 87. 80.
	Photographed by Reuven Milon. 
	Courtesy of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, State of Israel.

Baessler–Archiv, Band 57 (2009)	69

gen, dass man sich wohl nur durch Anschauung Klarheit und Aussicht auf Erfolge 
verschaffen kann“.

Sofort nach seiner Ankunft in Zentralafrika am 5. November 1873 machte sich Falken­
stein an die Arbeit. Er berichtete in seinen Briefen nach Deutschland regelmäßig über 
seine fotografische Tätigkeit und die Fortschritte, die er dabei machte. Er beschrieb im 
Detail wie seine Fotografien zustande gekommen waren, so dass wir für einzelne Foto­
grafien sogar genau wissen wann, wo und unter welchen Umständen sie aufgenommen 
wurden. Zusammen mit den Ausführungen zum Thema, die er in seinem Reisebericht 
niederschrieb, verfügen wir damit für das 19. Jahrhundert über eine einmalig dichte Be­
schreibung wissenschaftlicher fotografischer Praxis in Afrika.

Falkensteins Fotografien aus Aequatorialafrika wurden in drei verschiedenen Forma­
ten veröffentlicht. Exklusiv für die Mitglieder der Deutschen Gesellschaft zur Erfor­
schung Aequatorial-Afrikas veröffentlichte der Vorstand 1876 in zwei Teilen – einem 
Landschaftlichen Teil in drei gleichzeitig erschienenen Lieferungen sowie einem An­
thropologischen Teil – 200 Originalfotografien (Album der Deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas 1876; Correspondenzblatt 1876: 328 –330). (Abb. 6 
und 7). Die vierte Lieferung des landschaftlichen Teils, wie er 1976 noch angekündigt 
wurde, erschien nicht mehr (Correspondenzblatt 1876: 328). Im selben Jahr erschien in 
der Berliner „Photographischen Verlagsanstalt“ J. F. Stiehm ein Album mit 72 Fotogra­
fien, die aus diesen 200 ausgewählt worden waren. Dabei handelte es sich um eine Mi­
schung aus Landschafts- und Porträt bzw. Ganzkörperaufnahmen, die zum Verkauf an 
die interessierte Öffentlichkeit ausgewählt worden war. Auffallend daran war, dass es 
darin keine Aufnahmen von Frauen mit nacktem Oberkörper gab oder von gänzlich 
unbekleideten Personen (Loango-Küste 1876). (Abb. 4 und 5). Aus den erwähnten 200 

Abb. 4	(links) Titelseite 
des Albums Die 
Loango-Küste in  
72 Photographien. 
© Sammlung Woldan, 
Wien

Abb. 5	(rechts) 17. Blatt 
„Trachten in Facto­
reien beschäftigter 
Neger“ des Albums 
Die Loango-Küste  
in 72 Photographien. 
© Sammlung Woldan, 
Wien
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The Scorpion

ORA BERGER, Ramat-Gan

Abstract. The phenomenon of pilgrimage to Ta‘izz, south west Yemen, to the grave of the Jewish 
and Yemeni poet Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi (1619 –1680†) is well known. However, the scor-
pion in that context has been less scrutinized. 

I wish to focus on the phenomenon of pilgrimage to his grave, by Jews and Muslims, from the 
point of view of art history. The target is to shed light on the scorpion as a symbol of fertility. The 
basis is the belief that visiting his grave will cure infertility. While being there, the appearance of 
an alive scorpion was considered a sign of cure. 

The scorpion will be shown in four new types of Jewish jewellery from Ṣan‛ā from the second 
half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, as well as, its origin in 
Jewish and Islamic art and belief. 
[Yemen, Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi, jewellery, scorpion, fertility]

Introduction

From 1882 till 1950 Jews of Yemen made Alia (come back) to Israel. This had turned 
Israel to the only place in the world to research phenomena of Jews of Yemen in real 
time of its still happening in Yemen, including jewellery.1 

The scorpion is the main iconography of four types of jewellery brought into Israel, 
as well as, existed in Ṣan‛ā in the Jewish community in parallel time: Labbah (s.), 
Lazem (s.), Khoratah (s.) and Aqrabe (s.).2 All the four are new types dated to nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, not known in the eightieth century in Ṣan‛ā (Berger 
1987; Berger 2005). There is no scorpion at all in Jewish iconography in the Jewish 
community in Ṣan‛ā in the eighteenth century, except only from one type of jewellery 
dated from the end of the eighteenth century/the beginning of the nineteenth century, of 
which I named Humat al-aqrab(s.) – “Scorpion’s Venom”, from the reasons explained 
below (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

This paper is concerned with the scorpion in the above mentioned new types of Jew-
ish jewellery in Ṣan‛ā in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the essence of its 
existence lie three questions. First, whose scorpion is it? Second, is the scorpion a new 
iconography in Yemen? Third, what is the art formula of the scorpion and what can we 
conclude out of that?

The Scorpion and Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi 

One of the first phenomena that had been researched in Israel is the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz 
to the grave of the Jewish poet Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi (1619 –1680†). Erich Brauer 
had conducted the research as a field work among Jews of Yemen in Israel at the first 
years of the twentieth century (Brauer 1935: 65 –169). 

One of his conclusions shows the scorpion as a symbol of fertility. The basis is the 
popular belief that visiting al-Shabazi’s grave will cure infertility. While being there, the 
appearance of an alive scorpion was considered as a sign of cure. The alive scorpion 
was taken confidentially. The phenomenon was wide and was common to Jews and 
Muslim women (Brauer 1935: 168).

 Earlier information on that phenomenon and its wide popularity among Jews and 
Muslims was provided by Yaakov Saphir, an emissary from Israel to Yemen in 1859 

1	 The four founders of  
the research on Jews of 
Yemen in Israel at the 
time are Erich Brauer, 
Simon Gridi, Prof. Boris 
Schatz and Mordechai 
Narkiss. Erich Brauer 
focused on the Jewish 
women, Simon Gridi on 
jewellery, Boris Schatz  
on acquiring Yemenite art 
to The Jewish National 
Museum Bezalel which 
was at the time part of 
Bezalel Academy of Art 
(established 1906, Jeru
salem) and Mordechai 
Narkiss on Jewish art. For 
the M. A. thesis of Simon 

78	 Berger, The Scorpion

1909 see Tamir 1982:10. 
For a big Khoratah over 
the chest of little children 
photographed by Yihye 
Haybi in Ṣan‛ā between 
1927–1944, including his 
kids, see Sha’ar 1985: 19, 
fig.17, 25, fig. 31, 29, fig. 
42, 39, fig. 66, 53, fig. 95, 
64, fig. 119, 86, figs. 156, 
157, 87, fig. 158, 88, 
fig.161. Also see Berger 
1987: 121.

9	 In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed Name Badihi who 
got married in Ṣan‛ā in 
1902 in the age of tenth 
years old. She was 
adorned with one big 
Khoratah and two little 
Khorayuth. The informa-
tion was supported by 
more three other women, 
also in the status of “Girl 
Bride”. I am extremely 
thankful to all of them. 
For the “Girl Bride” and 
her adornment with a big 
Khoratah and two little 
Khorayuth see Berger 
1987: 55 – 57, 68, 121. 

10	 In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed this bride, named 
Same Garta, who dated 
the photo to 1941. I am 
thankful to her and to 
Ruma Haybi, the photo
grapher’s widow, for the 
photo. For other grooms 
adorned with Khoratah 
photographed by Yihye 
Haybi see Sha’ar 1985: 
74, fig. 133, 80, fig.146.

11	 For photos showing 
Aqarib (pl.) hanged till 
the Jewish bride’s belly, 
photographed in Ṣan‛ā 
by Carl Rathjens in 1934, 
see Berger 1987: figs. 
XX.1–XX.2. I would  
like to thank Dr. Rüdiger 
Vassen and Gertrud Schier 
for the photos. For photos 
showing Aqarib (pl.) 
hanged till the Jewish 
bride’s belly, photo-
graphed in Ṣan‛ā by Yihye 
Haybi in 1927–1944 see 
Sha’ar 1985: 73, fig. 130, 
77, fig.139, 78, fig. 142, 
81, fig.148.

12	 For more Gargush Mizah-
har see Brauer 1934: fig. 
3 / 2; Berger 1987: figs. 
I – I.11; Christie’s Amster-

It is known that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Jewish jewellery, in Yemen in 
general and in Ṣan‛ā in particular, had been turned to a second name to amulets. However, 
Jews of Yemen had a dispute regarding amulets long ago. Those who follow Maimonides, 
reject it. Those who follow Kabbala accept it.5 This photographic rare Labbah clearly 
presents this situation. Its hidden parts present an amulet, whilst, its shown parts present 
a jewel. “The seen and the hidden’’ is the most important dominant feature of Jewish je-
wels in Ṣan‛ā at the end of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth centuries. 

The above mentioned photographed silver Labbah choker and the scorpion on each 
of its two silver triangular Tatarif is a rare, unique and a very early prototype of Labbah 
in the frame of the nineteenth century (Fig.1). Its little size, its very modest appearance, 
the hammering technique of the scorpion, the solid silver and the totally absence of fili-
gree technique, are the features of this type of choker at its beginning phase in the nine-
teenth century and therefore extremely important example for the research of the devel-
opment of Labbah.

Almost no such Labbah choker was left, as well as, its visual documentation. Most 
Labbāat (pl.) known today are from the third and the fourth decades of the twentieth 
century and present the peak of the jewel. As the hammering technique had already to-
tally vanished from the Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā at the third and the fourth decades 
of the twentieth century, the image of the scorpion vanished as well from these late 
Labbāat.

Hence, Labbah in its peak has no scorpion at all on its Tatarif, rather not on any 
other of its parts. This is the exact case with Labbah in the rare photos of the Jewish 
bride, taken in Ṣan‛ā in 1934 by Carl Rathjens, as well as, by Yihye Haybi in 1927–1944 
– a member of the Jewish community (Figs. 4, 7).6 In the third and the fourth decades 
of the twentieth century Labbah was tied also to the chin of the Jewish bride and not 
only to her throat. As clearly shown, Labbah of the third and the fourth decades of the 
twentieth century is different from the choker that was tied to the throat of the Jewish 
bride in the nineteenth century (Figs. 1, 4, 7).

Labbah in its peak has no scorpion at all and is made as a filigree work. The vanish-
ing of the scorpion on Tatarif  initiated a constructional change. As Tatarif stopped being 
the most important part of Labba as a result of the absence of the scorpion from the big 
Tatarif, thus, Tatarif  had turned only to the technical solution to lock the jewel. As a 
result, the proportions of Labbah had changed. The focus was turned from Tatarif to the 
chains in the center. Whilst the size of Tatarif was constantly shrunken, the chain units 
in between were constantly elongated and widened. That direction of the development 
had turned Labbah from one type to another type. From a heavy choker of the nine-
teenth century it had gradually changed to a light yet big filigree breast plate as known 
in the third and the fourth decades of the twentieth century. 

That change enabled to adorn Labbah in its peak, also in a new way – on the chin of 
the bride (Fig. 4). That had happened only in the religious ceremonies of the wedding in 
order to combine the most important ceremonies with the most beautiful combination of 
jewellery, known in Judeo-Yemenite as Tsbuk Lulu (s.) (lattice of pearls). However, in 
the non religious ceremonies Labbah in its peak was adorned on the chest of the bride 
rather tied to her throat. Not necessarily by all the brides, as not all brides had it. The 
development of Labbah shows a phenomenon, in which the name of the jewel is not 
changed, but the type of the jewel is changed in a slow process, due to the process of the 
disappearing of the scorpion from it.

Lazem (breast necklace)

The scorpion on Tatarif of Lazem (breast necklace) is the same case as the scorpion on 
Tatarif of Labbah mentioned above. This specific Lazem was brought into Israel at the 
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Bequest of Edward C. 
Moore, 1891. I would  
like to thank the Islamic 
Department of The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 
New York, for their kind 
help, especially to Navina 
Haidar, Dr. Stefano Car-
boni, Warren Bennett and 
Annick Des Roches. See 
Porter 1988a: 235a, 
257a / 17; Carboni 1995: 
12 –13.

23	Goitein S.D. 1975; Qāfih 
1975. 

24	Goitein S.D. 1967, iv: 
203 – 204, 420 / 379; 
Goitein S.D. 1975: 9.

Here is the inventory list of the “ready made” silver units they had combined together 
to invent such Aqrabe: 

For the extraordinary 1 meter long tail, yet very narrow, they used the Salseh Sufra 
(yellow chain) or Salseh Methmman (octagonal chain). Both, silver gilded type of 
chains which were forced on Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā at 1872 by the second Ottoman 
rule over Ṣan‛ā who imposed such machine quick wire chains, instead of the slow solid 
silver hand work used before. The very disproportional tail had turned the “ready made” 
scorpion to almost a surrealistic one, hanged upside down by its very long unrealistic 
tail from the end of the yellow brocade headgear of the Jewish bride. As it was very light 
it always was kinetic and moved and therefore easily gained lot of attention.

For the the poison gland – the most dominant feature of the scorpion [that which was 
emphasized as a round hammered bulge at the end of the tail of the scorpion on the 
above mentioned Labbah & Lazem (Figs. 1, 2)], they used the three-dimensional filigree 
silver gilded Zanabil (s.) (basket). The fluffy, yet very light Zanabil was attached to the 
end of the long tail with a tiny silver wire and turned around itself constantly. 

Fig. 5	Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions). 

	A detail belonging to Fig. 6.
	Each Aqrabe (s.) (scorpion) is made of the following gilded silver “ready made” units: 
	Zanabil (s.) (basket) made of filigree. 1 meter long of Salseh Sufra (yellow chain) or Salseh 

Methmman (s.) (Octagonal chain). Couplet of Azrar Shabk (pl.) filigree buttons.
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Abb. 6	Titelseite des Album der deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. 
© Pfälzische Landesbibliothek Speyer. 1a 6051/1 Rara

Abb 7	Seite aus dem Album der deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. 
© Pfälzische Landesbibliothek Speyer. 1a 6051/1 Rara

Abb. 8	Zwei Fotografien (Carte-de-Visite-
Grösse) aus dem Verlag J. F. Stiehm, 
Berlin. Ursprünglich die Nr. 94 aus 
dem Album der deutschen Gesell-
schaft zur Erforschung Aequatorial-
Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. © 
Ethnologisches Museum Berlin
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dam 1985: 48 / 84 [photo 
on front cover]; Sotheby’s 
Jerusalem 1985: 234; 
Muchawsky-Schnapper 
2000: 88.

13	 In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed this “bride of the 
year” חריוות אסנה named 
Ruma Haybi, the sister of 
the Jewish photographer 
Yihye Haybi, who took 
the photo. She dated the 
photo to 1936. I am thank-
ful to her and to Ruma 
Haybi, the photographer’s 
widow for the photo.

	 The term “bride of the 
year” חריוות אסנה was 
unique to a married 
woman only in the first 
year of her marriage. One 
of the benefits she got is 
to be adorned with the 
opulent combination of 
jewellery known as Tsbuk 
Lulu in some social cere-
monies in the weddings of 

second half of the nineteenth century (Fig. 2). Here, it was acquired for The Jewish 
National Museum Bezalel, which was at the time part of Bezalel Academy of Art 
(established 1906, Jerusalem) and was part of its collection. Nowadays, it is in The Israel 
Museum, Jerusalem. A similar unpublished scorpion on Tatarif of Lazem is in The Met-
ropolitan Museum, New York.7 

The Art formula of the scorpion here differs only by the legs. The four hammered 
legs are curved and longer. Alleged, a technical point, or a different hand, or a different 
studio, but, the same Raziel the Angle manuscript mentioned above, shows that option 
as well (Golan, Brono 1975: 13 –19, figs. 39 / 2 – 39 / 4). Therefore it can be considered 
as a variation.

Khoratah 

Khoratah shows a total different story. The story of Jewish entrepreneur women in 
Ṣan‛ā in jewellery. At the second half of the nineteenth century we find the phenomenon 
of Jewish jewellery designer women in Ṣan‛ā. Not instead of the Jewish silversmiths, 
but as a unique phenomenon beside them. In the frame of this phenomenon, special 
Jewish jewellery designer women in the Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā had invented a 
very big “soft scorpion” pendant amulet on the chest. Intentionally, they named it Kho-
ratah, meaning in Judeo-Yemenite a cone, after the cone shape of the scorpion venom 
gland (Berger 1987: 50, 118) (Fig. 3). The front and the back view of Khoratah shows 
a big three-dimensional triangle / cone made of the expensive yellow brocade material 
known in Judeo-Yemenite as Mizahhar (shining). 

Fig. 2	 Scorpion.

	 Hammered on two Tatarif (pl.) (finials) of a Jewish Lazem (s.) (breast necklace).
	 Three-dimensional box-construction of solid silver. 
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 Before 1882.
	 Scorpions & Tatarif (pl.) were not seen when this Lazem was adorned on the breast of the Jewish 

bride and the married Jewish woman. 
	 This Lazem has few history phases: Made in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab before 1882. After 1882, brought 

from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab into Israel (Jerusalem) as the personal property of a Jewish woman who 
made Alia (come back) to Jerusalem. At the beginning of the twentieth century, acquired in Jeru
salem, for The Jewish National Museum Bezalel, which was at the time part of Bezalel Academy 
of Art (established 1906), Jerusalem. Since 1965, State of Israel, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. 
Schocken Collection.

	 Photo after: Narkiss, 1941. Plate 6 / 12.
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mation with me. Most of 
all I want to give special 
thanks to Dr. Jay Rovner, 
the chief manuscript bibli-
ographer of its library, 
Sharon Lieberman Mintz 
the curator of Jewish Art 
and David Sclar.

17	Almost identical six point-
ed star is reproduced by 
Budge E.A., with some 
explanations, mentioned 
as from Raziel the Angle 
manuscript. See Budge 
E.A. 1930: 226.

18	I would like to thank Dr. 
Vesta Curtis, Curator, De-
partment Coins & medals, 
British Museum, London 
and all her team for their 
kind help while examining 
Ayyubid coins in the 
Department. 

19	Victoria & Albert Mu
seum, London C153-1936, 
Buckley Gift. I would like 
to thank Tim Stanley, 
Senior Curator, Middle 
East, Asian Department, 
Victoria & Albert Mu
seum, London, as well as, 
Dr. Richard Edgcumbe, 
Curator, Department of 
Sculpture, metalwork, 
ceramics & glass, for their 
kind help. The vessel is  
in display in the Islamic 
Gallery. For a discussion 
whether emblem or pat-
tern, see Porter 1998b: 
92b, 93, 166, fig.10.I. For 
triangles on another glass 
vessel of the same sultan 
see ibid. 97, fig. 21.I. For 
a discussion on the func-
tion of the vessel see 
Porter 1998b: 92b; Car-
boni, Whitehouse 2001: 
263b – 264. 

20	See Porter 1988a; Porter 
1998b; Sadek 1990: 21, 
24 – 25; Al-Radi 1997: 21.

21	For the astrolabe made in 
1291 by the Rasulid 
prince al-Ashraf Umar, 
later, Sultan of Yemen  
(r. 1295 –1296), now, in 
the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York, see 
Porter 1988a: 234b; 
Carboni 1995: 10 –11. For 
Astronomy in Medieval 
Yemen see King 1988.

22	New York, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1891 
(91.1.605), Edward C. 
Moore Collection, 

second half of the nineteenth century on. It should be mentioned that the Jewish silver-
smith in Ṣan‛ā was under a constant change from the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury on. The Jewish jewellery designer women used that phenomenon in order to push 
themselves to this art. As already said, not as silversmiths, but rather as jewellery de-
signers, as we understand this term nowadays.

Another turn point in silversmith of which the Jewish jewellery designer women 
utilized for their benefit was the cut in creating “one piece jewel”, i. e., a jewel made of 
one / two big pieces of hammered solid heavy silver, done by one silversmith in the 
eighteenth century. As for example: tube bracelets, tube anklets כ'לאכ'ל Khālakil and 
very long and heavy hips belts מראבט al-marābit. From the second half of the nineteenth 
century on, most jewels were new types and were done differently – out of plenty of 
little pieces, much of it in the filigree technique. As a result, in most cases, the Jewish 
woman who had ordered a jewel, got from the silversmith a little package of lots of 
separated filigree units instead of “one piece jewel” as it was in the eighteenth century. 
Therefore, she had to combine the many units by herself, or ask the help of the Jewish 
jewellery designer women to do that. In that situation, many of the Jewish silversmiths 
had turned to be specialized in preparing specific model unit pieces, rather than a 
complete jewel. 

The attitude of the Jewish jewellery designer women, as a whole, was very modern. 
They considered the different little silver pieces as “ready made”. They bought those 
“ready made” that suit their new types of jewels and used it differently. Mainly, they had 
created new types of jewellery made of brocade, a material that Jewish silversmiths did 
not touch at all. As a rule, they had attached the bought “ready made” silver pieces to 
the basic brocade jewel. Each brocade jewel was a unique one. In the case of Khoratah, 
for example, the silver “ready made” units were attached in order to hide the sewing 
stitches of the three-dimensional brocade big cone. Always, the round hoop on which 
the Khoratah was hanged was made of iron, a known material in Yemen in use to 
protect against evil eye and in long use to protect little children much before Khoratah. 

Al-Shabazi’s scorpion, of which the Jewish silversmiths were forced to neglect in the 
process of changes in the Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā, was adopted by these women, 
who not only exaggerated its size, but also and mainly used it in the open – on the chest. 
From their original point of view, al-Shabazi’s blessing is already in Khoratah, after the 
pilgrimage that already have been made by other Jews to his grave to cure infertility. By 
using Khoratah in the open they promoted and took one step further the idea that each 
Jewish bride and groom are protected by al-Shabazi’s blessing as reflected in “his scor-
pion” and are fertile. 

Aqrabe 

The most conceptual art formula of the scorpion is Aqrabe. At the second half of the 
nineteenth century, it was designed, by special Jewish jewellery designer women in the 
Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā, as a little, but extremely long and dominant couplet of 
pendants, known as Aqarib (pl.). Intentionally, they named each of the two pendants 
Aqrabe, meaning in Judeo-Yemenite a scorpion (Berger 1987: 47– 48) (Fig. 5). A cou-
plet of Aqarib can be seen reached up till the bride’s belly in the few rare photos of the 
Jewish bride taken in Ṣan‛ā by Carl Rathjens in 1934 and by Yihye Haybi in 1927–
1944.11

The art formula of this scorpion shows a new concept. The Jewish jewellery designer 
women detached the naturalistic image of the scorpion and redesigned it according to 
the “ready made” silver units they could order from the Jewish silversmiths (Berger 
1987: 61). As the name Aqrabe is the jewel, every one knew this is the scorpion and 
naturalism was not concerned here at all. 
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Fotografien wiederum wählte der Verlag verschiedene Aufnahmen aus, die er einzeln auf 
Karton aufzog, nummerierte, und so als Einzelbilder einer Serie verkaufte (Abb. 8).

Schlussbemerkungen

Zeitlich gedrängt erschienen zwischen 1872 und 1876 drei Publikationen, die einerseits 
vom großen Interesse der deutschen Ethnologie und Anthropologie an der Fotografie als 
einem technisch exakten und, wie man meinte, neutralen Aufzeichnungsmedium zeug­
ten. In diesen Veröffentlichungen suchte, wie es im Correspondenzblatt der Deutschen 
Gesellschaft zur Erforschung Äquatorialafrikas hieß, „die deutsche Wissenschaft […] 
nicht nach künstlerischer Schönheit, sondern [nach] Wahrheit und Treue in der Wieder­
gabe des Gesehenen und Beobachteten“ (Correspondenzblatt 1876: 329). Andererseits 
zeugen Fritschs „Eingeborene Süd-Afrika’s“ sowie die Alben von Dammann und Fal­
kenstein, man könnte eventuell auch noch Robert Hartmanns „Nigriter“ von 1876 dazu­
zählen, vom Ringen der Ethnologen und Anthropologen, jene Richtlinien zu standardi­
sieren, untereinander vergleichbare anthropologische Aufnahmen einzuhalten, die sie 
selber formulierten.

Von Ringen ist deshalb zu sprechen, weil es Julius Falkenstein zwar über weite Stre­
cken gelungen war, während der drei Jahre, die er in Aequatorialafrika verbrachte, stan­
dardisierte anthropologische Aufnahmen zu machen, aber auch er, wie vor ihm Frisch 
und Dammann, scheiterte am formulierten Anspruch der Konsistenz und Vollständig­
keit. Auf den anthropologischen Fotografien waren etwa bei weitem nicht alle Personen 
vollständig nackt. Immerhin wendete Falkenstein, wenn auch ebenfalls nicht systema­
tisch, das Stangenmaß an.

Sowohl Fritsch als auch Falkenstein berichteten von Menschen, die sich weigerten, 
nackt vor die Kamera zu treten oder die kalten Nadeln der Vermessungsinstrumente an 
sich ansetzen zu lassen. Letztendlich scheiterte hier die „Wissenschaft vom Menschen“ 
am Menschen selbst. Solch konsequent standardisierte Aufnahmen waren nur unter 
großem Druck und totaler Kontrolle zu haben. Über die Mittel, solchen Druck und 
solche Kontrolle auszuüben verfügte Deutschland zu diesem Zeitpunkt außerhalb seiner 
eigenen Grenzen aber noch nicht.
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80	 Berger, The Scorpion

other brides. Ruma Haybi 
is shown here as “bride of 
the year” חריוות אסנה. She 
is the only one to be pho-
tographed as so and there 
are only two photos of her 
in this status. The other 
one shows her alone in the 
traditional way of siting of 
the Jewish bride in the 
twentieth century, as a 
cone / triangle composition 
(Fig. 4).

14	 Nowadays, in museums, 
each Gargush Mizahhar is 
shown uncovered, not as it 
was adorned, in order to 
show the many jewels on 
it (Fig. 6). However, not 
each Gargush Mizahhar 
has so many jewels. The 
Jewish women always 
covered her Gargush 
Mizahhar with a special 
scarf in order not to show 
the jewels – her dowry. 
That can be seen in the 
photos mentioned in note 

Though the art formula of Khoratah is based on the naturalistic cone shape of the poison 
gland of the scorpion, the Jewish jewellery designer women took it a step further, as 
they had focused only on it. In order to do that, they had enormously exaggerated the 
size of the cone shape and did not show anything else from the scorpion. In terms of 
Modern Art, even though that term did not exist in Yemen at the time, the art formula of 
Khoratah is conceptual – the name is the jewel. 

Didn’t they know that a jewel which is also an amulet must encode within it two 
levels – that which is revealed and that which is hidden? They perfectly knew that, 
however, their choice was to promote women agenda, the agenda of al-Shabazi’s scor-
pion in the context of curing infertility. They wish al-Shabazi’s blessing and cure to be 
equal to every bride and groom in the Jewish community. Thus, without the stipulation 
of the actual pilgrimage to al-Shabazi’s grave in Ta‘izz. Thus, without the stipulation of 
the personally bringing of an alive scorpion from his grave. They perfectly knew what 
they were doing, as though, al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage was very popular, not every one in 
Ṣan‛ā, could make the trek.

In modern terms, the Jewish jewellery designer women in Ṣan‛ā had conducted an 
advertising campaign to promote al-Shabazi’s scorpion as a sign for curing infertility. 
Jewellery was the medium and Khoratah was one out of two presentations of the scor-
pion via jewellery which they had run. A lot of brave was needed to bring the secrecy of 
al-Shabazi’s scorpion into the open and these women succeeded in doing that. 

The innovation was, first of all, by turning the hidden alive scorpion out of al-Shaba-
zi grave to be revealed and shown in the open. They presented the idea of “al-Shabazi’s 
scorpion” as a cure sign via Khorataha. Their other innovation was that it was for every 
one. They had created an access to “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” to every one in Ṣan‛ā, main-
ly by those who could not make the pilgrimage to his grave in Ta‘izz. From theirs point 
of view, they wished equal opportunity to al-Shabazi’s potential to cure. That was a dar-
ing move in the absence of modern medicine in Yemen and in the absence of cure for 
infertility there.

Their conceptual art formula is not surprising, as Jewish women in Ṣan‛ā were ex-
perts in practical medicine. As so, they also stuffed Khorataha with a long list of ingre-
dients known in Yemen in use in practical medicine, as well as, considered to protect 

Fig. 3	 Scorpion’s poison 
gland in nature –  
A detail.

	 The sting at the end 
of the three-dimensi-
onal scorpion’s 
poison gland at the 
end of the raised up 
tail is ready to sting. 

	 State of Israel. 
Photographed by  
Ofir Abrahamov. 
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11 up. Only the scorpions 
were shown.

15	The “Mawz’a Exile” 
(1678 –1680) was a decree 
of transferring all Jews of 
Yemen to Mawz’a in the 
Tihama in south west 
Yemen. It is known by 
Jews of Yemen, in Judeo-
Yemenite, as “Sarchat 
Mawz’a” (The walk to 
Mawz’a). As it is not our 
subject here, only two 
sources are mentioned out 
of the many on this sub-
ject: Qorach 1954: 9 –12; 
Shivtiel, Lockwood & 
Serjeant 1983: 392b.

16	The Jewish Theological 
Seminary, New York, 
L104. I want to thank The 
Rare Books Library in 
The Jewish Theological 
Seminary, New York, that 
has been especially gener-
ous and helpful in sharing 
their knowledge and infor-

against the evil eye. By doing that, they encoded within Khorataha the hidden level, 
which is needed for an amulet in Jewish thought. Every one in the Jewish community in 
Ṣan‛ā knew what ingredients Khorataha is stuffed with and why is that.

Khoratah had started as an amulet to protect little children (Berger 1987: 119 –120). 
That is demonstrated by the few rare photos of little children adorned with Khoratah on 
the chest taken in the Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā.8 However, from the second half of 
the nineteenth century on, the use of Khoratah was expanded to the “Girl Bride” – a 
little girl, between eleven years old to thirteen years old, already a bride. Those who 
were even younger, between nine and eleven years old, were adorned with one big Kho-
ratah and with two little Khorayuth (pl.).9 

More than that, in the twentieth century, Khoratah was expanded also to the adorn-
ment of the young groom, between seventeen to twenty years old. In 1941 Yihye Haybi 
had photographed the just married couple, Simon and Same Garta, and the young groom 
is shown adorned with a lavish big Mizahhar (brocade) Khoratah (Fig. 4).10 

Khoratah for the bride and the groom was unisex and a collective jewel. It was the 
property of the Jewish jewellery designer women who had made it. It was borrowed 
especially for the wedding by request of the mother of the bride or the groom and has at 
its reverse more little khorayuth to increase the protection (Berger 1987: 62, 121, fig. II) 
(Figs. 8 left, 9).

 Khoratah is the Jewish jewellery designer women advertising to al-Shabazi’s scor-
pion as a sign for curing infertility, as well as, their response to the gradual disappearing 
of the scorpion from the silver jewels made by the Jewish silversmiths in Ṣan‛ā from the 

Fig. 4	Khoratah (cone).

	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	1941.
	Black-white rare photo. 
	Taken in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab during the Jewish weeding of Simon and Same Garta just after the Jewish 

religious ceremony kidosh, after which the bride and the groom are married.
	The big and lavish Mizahhar (yellow brocade) Khoratah is hanged down from a big Tawq (s.) 

(round iron hoop) over the chest of the groom. Attached to its front are: Riyalat (pl.) (Maria Theresa 
gilded silver coins) & Salseh Sufra (s.) (Yellow Chain). 

	Photographed by Yihye Haybi, a member of the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab.
	Courtesy of Ruma Haybi, the widow of the Photographer, State of Israel, Bney-Brak.
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80	Berger, The Scorpion

other brides. Ruma Haybi 
is shown here as “bride of 
the year” חריוות אסנה. She 
is the only one to be pho-
tographed as so and there 
are only two photos of her 
in this status. The other 
one shows her alone in the 
traditional way of siting of 
the Jewish bride in the 
twentieth century, as a 
cone / triangle composition 
(Fig. 4).

14	Nowadays, in museums, 
each Gargush Mizahhar is 
shown uncovered, not as it 
was adorned, in order to 
show the many jewels on 
it (Fig. 6). However, not 
each Gargush Mizahhar 
has so many jewels. The 
Jewish women always 
covered her Gargush 
Mizahhar with a special 
scarf in order not to show 
the jewels – her dowry. 
That can be seen in the 
photos mentioned in note 

Though the art formula of Khoratah is based on the naturalistic cone shape of the poison 
gland of the scorpion, the Jewish jewellery designer women took it a step further, as 
they had focused only on it. In order to do that, they had enormously exaggerated the 
size of the cone shape and did not show anything else from the scorpion. In terms of 
Modern Art, even though that term did not exist in Yemen at the time, the art formula of 
Khoratah is conceptual – the name is the jewel. 

Didn’t they know that a jewel which is also an amulet must encode within it two 
levels – that which is revealed and that which is hidden? They perfectly knew that, 
however, their choice was to promote women agenda, the agenda of al-Shabazi’s scor-
pion in the context of curing infertility. They wish al-Shabazi’s blessing and cure to be 
equal to every bride and groom in the Jewish community. Thus, without the stipulation 
of the actual pilgrimage to al-Shabazi’s grave in Ta‘izz. Thus, without the stipulation of 
the personally bringing of an alive scorpion from his grave. They perfectly knew what 
they were doing, as though, al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage was very popular, not every one in 
Ṣan‛ā, could make the trek.

In modern terms, the Jewish jewellery designer women in Ṣan‛ā had conducted an 
advertising campaign to promote al-Shabazi’s scorpion as a sign for curing infertility. 
Jewellery was the medium and Khoratah was one out of two presentations of the scor-
pion via jewellery which they had run. A lot of brave was needed to bring the secrecy of 
al-Shabazi’s scorpion into the open and these women succeeded in doing that. 

The innovation was, first of all, by turning the hidden alive scorpion out of al-Shaba-
zi grave to be revealed and shown in the open. They presented the idea of “al-Shabazi’s 
scorpion” as a cure sign via Khorataha. Their other innovation was that it was for every 
one. They had created an access to “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” to every one in Ṣan‛ā, main-
ly by those who could not make the pilgrimage to his grave in Ta‘izz. From theirs point 
of view, they wished equal opportunity to al-Shabazi’s potential to cure. That was a dar-
ing move in the absence of modern medicine in Yemen and in the absence of cure for 
infertility there.

Their conceptual art formula is not surprising, as Jewish women in Ṣan‛ā were ex-
perts in practical medicine. As so, they also stuffed Khorataha with a long list of ingre-
dients known in Yemen in use in practical medicine, as well as, considered to protect 

Fig. 3	Scorpion’s poison 
gland in nature –  
A detail.

	The sting at the end 
of the three-dimensi-
onal scorpion’s 
poison gland at the 
end of the raised up 
tail is ready to sting. 

	State of Israel. 
Photographed by  
Ofir Abrahamov. 
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11 up. Only the scorpions 
were shown.

15	 The “Mawz’a Exile” 
(1678 –1680) was a decree 
of transferring all Jews of 
Yemen to Mawz’a in the 
Tihama in south west 
Yemen. It is known by 
Jews of Yemen, in Judeo-
Yemenite, as “Sarchat 
Mawz’a” (The walk to 
Mawz’a). As it is not our 
subject here, only two 
sources are mentioned out 
of the many on this sub-
ject: Qorach 1954: 9 –12; 
Shivtiel, Lockwood & 
Serjeant 1983: 392b.

16	 The Jewish Theological 
Seminary, New York, 
L104. I want to thank The 
Rare Books Library in 
The Jewish Theological 
Seminary, New York, that 
has been especially gener-
ous and helpful in sharing 
their knowledge and infor-

against the evil eye. By doing that, they encoded within Khorataha the hidden level, 
which is needed for an amulet in Jewish thought. Every one in the Jewish community in 
Ṣan‛ā knew what ingredients Khorataha is stuffed with and why is that.

Khoratah had started as an amulet to protect little children (Berger 1987: 119 –120). 
That is demonstrated by the few rare photos of little children adorned with Khoratah on 
the chest taken in the Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā.8 However, from the second half of 
the nineteenth century on, the use of Khoratah was expanded to the “Girl Bride” – a 
little girl, between eleven years old to thirteen years old, already a bride. Those who 
were even younger, between nine and eleven years old, were adorned with one big Kho-
ratah and with two little Khorayuth (pl.).9 

More than that, in the twentieth century, Khoratah was expanded also to the adorn-
ment of the young groom, between seventeen to twenty years old. In 1941 Yihye Haybi 
had photographed the just married couple, Simon and Same Garta, and the young groom 
is shown adorned with a lavish big Mizahhar (brocade) Khoratah (Fig. 4).10 

Khoratah for the bride and the groom was unisex and a collective jewel. It was the 
property of the Jewish jewellery designer women who had made it. It was borrowed 
especially for the wedding by request of the mother of the bride or the groom and has at 
its reverse more little khorayuth to increase the protection (Berger 1987: 62, 121, fig. II) 
(Figs. 8 left, 9).

 Khoratah is the Jewish jewellery designer women advertising to al-Shabazi’s scor-
pion as a sign for curing infertility, as well as, their response to the gradual disappearing 
of the scorpion from the silver jewels made by the Jewish silversmiths in Ṣan‛ā from the 

Fig. 4	 Khoratah (cone).

	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 1941.
	 Black-white rare photo. 
	 Taken in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab during the Jewish weeding of Simon and Same Garta just after the Jewish 

religious ceremony kidosh, after which the bride and the groom are married.
	 The big and lavish Mizahhar (yellow brocade) Khoratah is hanged down from a big Tawq (s.) 

(round iron hoop) over the chest of the groom. Attached to its front are: Riyalat (pl.) (Maria Theresa 
gilded silver coins) & Salseh Sufra (s.) (Yellow Chain). 

	 Photographed by Yihye Haybi, a member of the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab.
	 Courtesy of Ruma Haybi, the widow of the Photographer, State of Israel, Bney-Brak.
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dam 1985: 48 / 84 [photo 
on front cover]; Sotheby’s 
Jerusalem 1985: 234; 
Muchawsky-Schnapper 
2000: 88.

13	In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed this “bride of the 
year” חריוות אסנה named 
Ruma Haybi, the sister of 
the Jewish photographer 
Yihye Haybi, who took 
the photo. She dated the 
photo to 1936. I am thank-
ful to her and to Ruma 
Haybi, the photographer’s 
widow for the photo.

	The term “bride of the 
year” חריוות אסנה was 
unique to a married 
woman only in the first 
year of her marriage. One 
of the benefits she got is 
to be adorned with the 
opulent combination of 
jewellery known as Tsbuk 
Lulu in some social cere-
monies in the weddings of 

second half of the nineteenth century (Fig. 2). Here, it was acquired for The Jewish 
National Museum Bezalel, which was at the time part of Bezalel Academy of Art 
(established 1906, Jerusalem) and was part of its collection. Nowadays, it is in The Israel 
Museum, Jerusalem. A similar unpublished scorpion on Tatarif of Lazem is in The Met-
ropolitan Museum, New York.7 

The Art formula of the scorpion here differs only by the legs. The four hammered 
legs are curved and longer. Alleged, a technical point, or a different hand, or a different 
studio, but, the same Raziel the Angle manuscript mentioned above, shows that option 
as well (Golan, Brono 1975: 13 –19, figs. 39 / 2 – 39 / 4). Therefore it can be considered 
as a variation.

Khoratah 

Khoratah shows a total different story. The story of Jewish entrepreneur women in 
Ṣan‛ā in jewellery. At the second half of the nineteenth century we find the phenomenon 
of Jewish jewellery designer women in Ṣan‛ā. Not instead of the Jewish silversmiths, 
but as a unique phenomenon beside them. In the frame of this phenomenon, special 
Jewish jewellery designer women in the Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā had invented a 
very big “soft scorpion” pendant amulet on the chest. Intentionally, they named it Kho-
ratah, meaning in Judeo-Yemenite a cone, after the cone shape of the scorpion venom 
gland (Berger 1987: 50, 118) (Fig. 3). The front and the back view of Khoratah shows 
a big three-dimensional triangle / cone made of the expensive yellow brocade material 
known in Judeo-Yemenite as Mizahhar (shining). 

Fig. 2	Scorpion.

	Hammered on two Tatarif (pl.) (finials) of a Jewish Lazem (s.) (breast necklace).
	Three-dimensional box-construction of solid silver. 
	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	Before 1882.
	Scorpions & Tatarif (pl.) were not seen when this Lazem was adorned on the breast of the Jewish 

bride and the married Jewish woman. 
	This Lazem has few history phases: Made in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab before 1882. After 1882, brought 

from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab into Israel (Jerusalem) as the personal property of a Jewish woman who 
made Alia (come back) to Jerusalem. At the beginning of the twentieth century, acquired in Jeru
salem, for The Jewish National Museum Bezalel, which was at the time part of Bezalel Academy 
of Art (established 1906), Jerusalem. Since 1965, State of Israel, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. 
Schocken Collection.

	Photo after: Narkiss, 1941. Plate 6 / 12.
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mation with me. Most of 
all I want to give special 
thanks to Dr. Jay Rovner, 
the chief manuscript bibli-
ographer of its library, 
Sharon Lieberman Mintz 
the curator of Jewish Art 
and David Sclar.

17	 Almost identical six point-
ed star is reproduced by 
Budge E.A., with some 
explanations, mentioned 
as from Raziel the Angle 
manuscript. See Budge 
E.A. 1930: 226.

18	 I would like to thank Dr. 
Vesta Curtis, Curator, De-
partment Coins & medals, 
British Museum, London 
and all her team for their 
kind help while examining 
Ayyubid coins in the 
Department. 

19	 Victoria & Albert Mu
seum, London C153-1936, 
Buckley Gift. I would like 
to thank Tim Stanley, 
Senior Curator, Middle 
East, Asian Department, 
Victoria & Albert Mu
seum, London, as well as, 
Dr. Richard Edgcumbe, 
Curator, Department of 
Sculpture, metalwork, 
ceramics & glass, for their 
kind help. The vessel is  
in display in the Islamic 
Gallery. For a discussion 
whether emblem or pat-
tern, see Porter 1998b: 
92b, 93, 166, fig.10.I. For 
triangles on another glass 
vessel of the same sultan 
see ibid. 97, fig. 21.I. For 
a discussion on the func-
tion of the vessel see 
Porter 1998b: 92b; Car-
boni, Whitehouse 2001: 
263b – 264. 

20	 See Porter 1988a; Porter 
1998b; Sadek 1990: 21, 
24 – 25; Al-Radi 1997: 21.

21	 For the astrolabe made in 
1291 by the Rasulid 
prince al-Ashraf Umar, 
later, Sultan of Yemen  
(r. 1295 –1296), now, in 
the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York, see 
Porter 1988a: 234b; 
Carboni 1995: 10 –11. For 
Astronomy in Medieval 
Yemen see King 1988.

22	 New York, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1891 
(91.1.605), Edward C. 
Moore Collection, 

second half of the nineteenth century on. It should be mentioned that the Jewish silver-
smith in Ṣan‛ā was under a constant change from the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury on. The Jewish jewellery designer women used that phenomenon in order to push 
themselves to this art. As already said, not as silversmiths, but rather as jewellery de-
signers, as we understand this term nowadays.

Another turn point in silversmith of which the Jewish jewellery designer women 
utilized for their benefit was the cut in creating “one piece jewel”, i. e., a jewel made of 
one / two big pieces of hammered solid heavy silver, done by one silversmith in the 
eighteenth century. As for example: tube bracelets, tube anklets כ'לאכ'ל Khālakil and 
very long and heavy hips belts מראבט al-marābit. From the second half of the nineteenth 
century on, most jewels were new types and were done differently – out of plenty of 
little pieces, much of it in the filigree technique. As a result, in most cases, the Jewish 
woman who had ordered a jewel, got from the silversmith a little package of lots of 
separated filigree units instead of “one piece jewel” as it was in the eighteenth century. 
Therefore, she had to combine the many units by herself, or ask the help of the Jewish 
jewellery designer women to do that. In that situation, many of the Jewish silversmiths 
had turned to be specialized in preparing specific model unit pieces, rather than a 
complete jewel. 

The attitude of the Jewish jewellery designer women, as a whole, was very modern. 
They considered the different little silver pieces as “ready made”. They bought those 
“ready made” that suit their new types of jewels and used it differently. Mainly, they had 
created new types of jewellery made of brocade, a material that Jewish silversmiths did 
not touch at all. As a rule, they had attached the bought “ready made” silver pieces to 
the basic brocade jewel. Each brocade jewel was a unique one. In the case of Khoratah, 
for example, the silver “ready made” units were attached in order to hide the sewing 
stitches of the three-dimensional brocade big cone. Always, the round hoop on which 
the Khoratah was hanged was made of iron, a known material in Yemen in use to 
protect against evil eye and in long use to protect little children much before Khoratah. 

Al-Shabazi’s scorpion, of which the Jewish silversmiths were forced to neglect in the 
process of changes in the Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā, was adopted by these women, 
who not only exaggerated its size, but also and mainly used it in the open – on the chest. 
From their original point of view, al-Shabazi’s blessing is already in Khoratah, after the 
pilgrimage that already have been made by other Jews to his grave to cure infertility. By 
using Khoratah in the open they promoted and took one step further the idea that each 
Jewish bride and groom are protected by al-Shabazi’s blessing as reflected in “his scor-
pion” and are fertile. 

Aqrabe 

The most conceptual art formula of the scorpion is Aqrabe. At the second half of the 
nineteenth century, it was designed, by special Jewish jewellery designer women in the 
Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā, as a little, but extremely long and dominant couplet of 
pendants, known as Aqarib (pl.). Intentionally, they named each of the two pendants 
Aqrabe, meaning in Judeo-Yemenite a scorpion (Berger 1987: 47– 48) (Fig. 5). A cou-
plet of Aqarib can be seen reached up till the bride’s belly in the few rare photos of the 
Jewish bride taken in Ṣan‛ā by Carl Rathjens in 1934 and by Yihye Haybi in 1927–
1944.11

The art formula of this scorpion shows a new concept. The Jewish jewellery designer 
women detached the naturalistic image of the scorpion and redesigned it according to 
the “ready made” silver units they could order from the Jewish silversmiths (Berger 
1987: 61). As the name Aqrabe is the jewel, every one knew this is the scorpion and 
naturalism was not concerned here at all. 
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Fotografien wiederum wählte der Verlag verschiedene Aufnahmen aus, die er einzeln auf 
Karton aufzog, nummerierte, und so als Einzelbilder einer Serie verkaufte (Abb. 8).

Schlussbemerkungen

Zeitlich gedrängt erschienen zwischen 1872 und 1876 drei Publikationen, die einerseits 
vom großen Interesse der deutschen Ethnologie und Anthropologie an der Fotografie als 
einem technisch exakten und, wie man meinte, neutralen Aufzeichnungsmedium zeug­
ten. In diesen Veröffentlichungen suchte, wie es im Correspondenzblatt der Deutschen 
Gesellschaft zur Erforschung Äquatorialafrikas hieß, „die deutsche Wissenschaft […] 
nicht nach künstlerischer Schönheit, sondern [nach] Wahrheit und Treue in der Wieder­
gabe des Gesehenen und Beobachteten“ (Correspondenzblatt 1876: 329). Andererseits 
zeugen Fritschs „Eingeborene Süd-Afrika’s“ sowie die Alben von Dammann und Fal­
kenstein, man könnte eventuell auch noch Robert Hartmanns „Nigriter“ von 1876 dazu­
zählen, vom Ringen der Ethnologen und Anthropologen, jene Richtlinien zu standardi­
sieren, untereinander vergleichbare anthropologische Aufnahmen einzuhalten, die sie 
selber formulierten.

Von Ringen ist deshalb zu sprechen, weil es Julius Falkenstein zwar über weite Stre­
cken gelungen war, während der drei Jahre, die er in Aequatorialafrika verbrachte, stan­
dardisierte anthropologische Aufnahmen zu machen, aber auch er, wie vor ihm Frisch 
und Dammann, scheiterte am formulierten Anspruch der Konsistenz und Vollständig­
keit. Auf den anthropologischen Fotografien waren etwa bei weitem nicht alle Personen 
vollständig nackt. Immerhin wendete Falkenstein, wenn auch ebenfalls nicht systema­
tisch, das Stangenmaß an.

Sowohl Fritsch als auch Falkenstein berichteten von Menschen, die sich weigerten, 
nackt vor die Kamera zu treten oder die kalten Nadeln der Vermessungsinstrumente an 
sich ansetzen zu lassen. Letztendlich scheiterte hier die „Wissenschaft vom Menschen“ 
am Menschen selbst. Solch konsequent standardisierte Aufnahmen waren nur unter 
großem Druck und totaler Kontrolle zu haben. Über die Mittel, solchen Druck und 
solche Kontrolle auszuüben verfügte Deutschland zu diesem Zeitpunkt außerhalb seiner 
eigenen Grenzen aber noch nicht.
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The Scorpion

ORA BERGER, Ramat-Gan

Abstract. The phenomenon of pilgrimage to Ta‘izz, south west Yemen, to the grave of the Jewish 
and Yemeni poet Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi (1619 –1680†) is well known. However, the scor-
pion in that context has been less scrutinized. 

I wish to focus on the phenomenon of pilgrimage to his grave, by Jews and Muslims, from the 
point of view of art history. The target is to shed light on the scorpion as a symbol of fertility. The 
basis is the belief that visiting his grave will cure infertility. While being there, the appearance of 
an alive scorpion was considered a sign of cure. 

The scorpion will be shown in four new types of Jewish jewellery from Ṣan‛ā from the second 
half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, as well as, its origin in 
Jewish and Islamic art and belief. 
[Yemen, Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi, jewellery, scorpion, fertility]

Introduction

From 1882 till 1950 Jews of Yemen made Alia (come back) to Israel. This had turned 
Israel to the only place in the world to research phenomena of Jews of Yemen in real 
time of its still happening in Yemen, including jewellery.1 

The scorpion is the main iconography of four types of jewellery brought into Israel, 
as well as, existed in Ṣan‛ā in the Jewish community in parallel time: Labbah (s.), 
Lazem (s.), Khoratah (s.) and Aqrabe (s.).2 All the four are new types dated to nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, not known in the eightieth century in Ṣan‛ā (Berger 
1987; Berger 2005). There is no scorpion at all in Jewish iconography in the Jewish 
community in Ṣan‛ā in the eighteenth century, except only from one type of jewellery 
dated from the end of the eighteenth century/the beginning of the nineteenth century, of 
which I named Humat al-aqrab(s.) – “Scorpion’s Venom”, from the reasons explained 
below (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

This paper is concerned with the scorpion in the above mentioned new types of Jew-
ish jewellery in Ṣan‛ā in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the essence of its 
existence lie three questions. First, whose scorpion is it? Second, is the scorpion a new 
iconography in Yemen? Third, what is the art formula of the scorpion and what can we 
conclude out of that?

The Scorpion and Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi 

One of the first phenomena that had been researched in Israel is the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz 
to the grave of the Jewish poet Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi (1619 –1680†). Erich Brauer 
had conducted the research as a field work among Jews of Yemen in Israel at the first 
years of the twentieth century (Brauer 1935: 65 –169). 

One of his conclusions shows the scorpion as a symbol of fertility. The basis is the 
popular belief that visiting al-Shabazi’s grave will cure infertility. While being there, the 
appearance of an alive scorpion was considered as a sign of cure. The alive scorpion 
was taken confidentially. The phenomenon was wide and was common to Jews and 
Muslim women (Brauer 1935: 168).

 Earlier information on that phenomenon and its wide popularity among Jews and 
Muslims was provided by Yaakov Saphir, an emissary from Israel to Yemen in 1859 

1	The four founders of  
the research on Jews of 
Yemen in Israel at the 
time are Erich Brauer, 
Simon Gridi, Prof. Boris 
Schatz and Mordechai 
Narkiss. Erich Brauer 
focused on the Jewish 
women, Simon Gridi on 
jewellery, Boris Schatz  
on acquiring Yemenite art 
to The Jewish National 
Museum Bezalel which 
was at the time part of 
Bezalel Academy of Art 
(established 1906, Jeru
salem) and Mordechai 
Narkiss on Jewish art. For 
the M. A. thesis of Simon 
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1909 see Tamir 1982:10. 
For a big Khoratah over 
the chest of little children 
photographed by Yihye 
Haybi in Ṣan‛ā between 
1927–1944, including his 
kids, see Sha’ar 1985: 19, 
fig.17, 25, fig. 31, 29, fig. 
42, 39, fig. 66, 53, fig. 95, 
64, fig. 119, 86, figs. 156, 
157, 87, fig. 158, 88, 
fig.161. Also see Berger 
1987: 121.

9	In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed Name Badihi who 
got married in Ṣan‛ā in 
1902 in the age of tenth 
years old. She was 
adorned with one big 
Khoratah and two little 
Khorayuth. The informa-
tion was supported by 
more three other women, 
also in the status of “Girl 
Bride”. I am extremely 
thankful to all of them. 
For the “Girl Bride” and 
her adornment with a big 
Khoratah and two little 
Khorayuth see Berger 
1987: 55 – 57, 68, 121. 

10	In 1981, in the frame of 
my M. A. thesis, I inter-
viewed this bride, named 
Same Garta, who dated 
the photo to 1941. I am 
thankful to her and to 
Ruma Haybi, the photo
grapher’s widow, for the 
photo. For other grooms 
adorned with Khoratah 
photographed by Yihye 
Haybi see Sha’ar 1985: 
74, fig. 133, 80, fig.146.

11	For photos showing 
Aqarib (pl.) hanged till 
the Jewish bride’s belly, 
photographed in Ṣan‛ā 
by Carl Rathjens in 1934, 
see Berger 1987: figs. 
XX.1–XX.2. I would  
like to thank Dr. Rüdiger 
Vassen and Gertrud Schier 
for the photos. For photos 
showing Aqarib (pl.) 
hanged till the Jewish 
bride’s belly, photo-
graphed in Ṣan‛ā by Yihye 
Haybi in 1927–1944 see 
Sha’ar 1985: 73, fig. 130, 
77, fig.139, 78, fig. 142, 
81, fig.148.

12	For more Gargush Mizah-
har see Brauer 1934: fig. 
3 / 2; Berger 1987: figs. 
I – I.11; Christie’s Amster-

It is known that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Jewish jewellery, in Yemen in 
general and in Ṣan‛ā in particular, had been turned to a second name to amulets. However, 
Jews of Yemen had a dispute regarding amulets long ago. Those who follow Maimonides, 
reject it. Those who follow Kabbala accept it.5 This photographic rare Labbah clearly 
presents this situation. Its hidden parts present an amulet, whilst, its shown parts present 
a jewel. “The seen and the hidden’’ is the most important dominant feature of Jewish je-
wels in Ṣan‛ā at the end of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth centuries. 

The above mentioned photographed silver Labbah choker and the scorpion on each 
of its two silver triangular Tatarif is a rare, unique and a very early prototype of Labbah 
in the frame of the nineteenth century (Fig.1). Its little size, its very modest appearance, 
the hammering technique of the scorpion, the solid silver and the totally absence of fili-
gree technique, are the features of this type of choker at its beginning phase in the nine-
teenth century and therefore extremely important example for the research of the devel-
opment of Labbah.

Almost no such Labbah choker was left, as well as, its visual documentation. Most 
Labbāat (pl.) known today are from the third and the fourth decades of the twentieth 
century and present the peak of the jewel. As the hammering technique had already to-
tally vanished from the Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā at the third and the fourth decades 
of the twentieth century, the image of the scorpion vanished as well from these late 
Labbāat.

Hence, Labbah in its peak has no scorpion at all on its Tatarif, rather not on any 
other of its parts. This is the exact case with Labbah in the rare photos of the Jewish 
bride, taken in Ṣan‛ā in 1934 by Carl Rathjens, as well as, by Yihye Haybi in 1927–1944 
– a member of the Jewish community (Figs. 4, 7).6 In the third and the fourth decades 
of the twentieth century Labbah was tied also to the chin of the Jewish bride and not 
only to her throat. As clearly shown, Labbah of the third and the fourth decades of the 
twentieth century is different from the choker that was tied to the throat of the Jewish 
bride in the nineteenth century (Figs. 1, 4, 7).

Labbah in its peak has no scorpion at all and is made as a filigree work. The vanish-
ing of the scorpion on Tatarif  initiated a constructional change. As Tatarif stopped being 
the most important part of Labba as a result of the absence of the scorpion from the big 
Tatarif, thus, Tatarif  had turned only to the technical solution to lock the jewel. As a 
result, the proportions of Labbah had changed. The focus was turned from Tatarif to the 
chains in the center. Whilst the size of Tatarif was constantly shrunken, the chain units 
in between were constantly elongated and widened. That direction of the development 
had turned Labbah from one type to another type. From a heavy choker of the nine-
teenth century it had gradually changed to a light yet big filigree breast plate as known 
in the third and the fourth decades of the twentieth century. 

That change enabled to adorn Labbah in its peak, also in a new way – on the chin of 
the bride (Fig. 4). That had happened only in the religious ceremonies of the wedding in 
order to combine the most important ceremonies with the most beautiful combination of 
jewellery, known in Judeo-Yemenite as Tsbuk Lulu (s.) (lattice of pearls). However, in 
the non religious ceremonies Labbah in its peak was adorned on the chest of the bride 
rather tied to her throat. Not necessarily by all the brides, as not all brides had it. The 
development of Labbah shows a phenomenon, in which the name of the jewel is not 
changed, but the type of the jewel is changed in a slow process, due to the process of the 
disappearing of the scorpion from it.

Lazem (breast necklace)

The scorpion on Tatarif of Lazem (breast necklace) is the same case as the scorpion on 
Tatarif of Labbah mentioned above. This specific Lazem was brought into Israel at the 
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Bequest of Edward C. 
Moore, 1891. I would  
like to thank the Islamic 
Department of The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 
New York, for their kind 
help, especially to Navina 
Haidar, Dr. Stefano Car-
boni, Warren Bennett and 
Annick Des Roches. See 
Porter 1988a: 235a, 
257a / 17; Carboni 1995: 
12 –13.

23	 Goitein S.D. 1975; Qāfih 
1975. 

24	 Goitein S.D. 1967, iv: 
203 – 204, 420 / 379; 
Goitein S.D. 1975: 9.

Here is the inventory list of the “ready made” silver units they had combined together 
to invent such Aqrabe: 

For the extraordinary 1 meter long tail, yet very narrow, they used the Salseh Sufra 
(yellow chain) or Salseh Methmman (octagonal chain). Both, silver gilded type of 
chains which were forced on Jewish silversmith in Ṣan‛ā at 1872 by the second Ottoman 
rule over Ṣan‛ā who imposed such machine quick wire chains, instead of the slow solid 
silver hand work used before. The very disproportional tail had turned the “ready made” 
scorpion to almost a surrealistic one, hanged upside down by its very long unrealistic 
tail from the end of the yellow brocade headgear of the Jewish bride. As it was very light 
it always was kinetic and moved and therefore easily gained lot of attention.

For the the poison gland – the most dominant feature of the scorpion [that which was 
emphasized as a round hammered bulge at the end of the tail of the scorpion on the 
above mentioned Labbah & Lazem (Figs. 1, 2)], they used the three-dimensional filigree 
silver gilded Zanabil (s.) (basket). The fluffy, yet very light Zanabil was attached to the 
end of the long tail with a tiny silver wire and turned around itself constantly. 

Fig. 5	 Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions). 

	 A detail belonging to Fig. 6.
	 Each Aqrabe (s.) (scorpion) is made of the following gilded silver “ready made” units: 
	 Zanabil (s.) (basket) made of filigree. 1 meter long of Salseh Sufra (yellow chain) or Salseh 

Methmman (s.) (Octagonal chain). Couplet of Azrar Shabk (pl.) filigree buttons.

70	 Schneider, Vom formulierten Anspruch zur kontrollierten Produktion

Abb. 6	 Titelseite des Album der deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. 
© Pfälzische Landesbibliothek Speyer. 1a 6051/1 Rara

Abb 7	 Seite aus dem Album der deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. 
© Pfälzische Landesbibliothek Speyer. 1a 6051/1 Rara

Abb. 8	 Zwei Fotografien (Carte-de-Visite-
Grösse) aus dem Verlag J. F. Stiehm, 
Berlin. Ursprünglich die Nr. 94 aus 
dem Album der deutschen Gesell-
schaft zur Erforschung Aequatorial-
Afrikas. Anthropologischer Theil. © 
Ethnologisches Museum Berlin
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Gridi, see Gridi 1937. For 
jewellery as acquired by 
Prof. Boris Schatz and 
Mordechai Narkiss to The 
Jewish National Museum 
Bezalel, Jerusalem, see 
Narkiss 1941. The stories 
of the Yemenite jewellery 
that had brought to Israel 
are varied. Some stayed 
with the families. Others 
found a way outside Israel. 
Some were acquired for 
Bezalel and later on had 
turned to the jewellery 
core of The Israel Mu
seum, Jerusalem. Some 
were acquired, much later 
on, by The Israel Mu
seum. Two of the jewels 
shown here belong to the 
last two sources (Figs. 2, 
5 – 6).

2	The Jewish Manage and 
jewels made for Muslim 
women in Ṣan‛ā in the 
nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries are not discussed 
here. 

3	I would like to thank  
Dr. Rüdiger Vassen and 
Gertrud Schier for the 
photo (forth travel of  
Carl Rathjens to Ṣan‛ā 
1937–1938).

4	I would like to thank Sima 
Golan and Ofra Brono for 
giving me their Seminar. 
For reconstruction of 
some “Angles Script” see 
Budge E. A. 1930: 440. 
The scorpion is in exam-
ple no. 3 (third line right). 
The triangle is in example 
no. 2 (second line right).

5	The controversy first  
came to the open in the 
late nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth 
century in Ṣan‛ā in other 
matters. For the dispute in 
the open, known among 
Jews of Yemen as the 
‛Iqshim and Darda‛im 
dispute see Nini 1975.

6	For photos of the Jewish 
bride adorned with Lab-
bah, photographed by Carl 
Rathjens in Ṣan‛ā in 1934 
see Berger 1987: 17–18, 
figs. XX.1–XX.2. I would 
like to thank Dr. Rüdiger 
Vassen and Gertrud Schier 
for the photos. For photos 
of the Jewish bride 
adorned with Labbah pho-
tographed by Yihye Haybi 

(Yaari 1951: 135). That puts the peak of this phenomenon in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, and its beginning sometime between al-Shabazi’s death (1680 †) and Saphir’s 
visit of 1859. 

Tobi shows, on the basis of earlier Islamic sources, that pilgrimage was natural to 
Jews who were condemned for that by the Prophet. However, in the last centuries that 
habit hardly kept by Jews of Yemen, except two pilgrimages, of which that to Ta‘izz is 
the most famous (Tobi 1964: 81, n. 7). Al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage was so popular that when 
Jews of Ṣan‛ā, who were not allowed to arrive to Aden for the come back to Israel, said 
they are going to Ta‘izz to visit the grave of al-Shabazi, they were allowed to pass (Na
daf 1929: 333).

The point that emerges from this, is the direct connection between the scorpion as a 
fertility symbol of al-Shabazi’s pilgrimage and the new appearance of the scorpion, 
simultaneously, in Labbah, Lazem, Khoratah and Aqrabe as new types of Jewish jewel-
lery in Ṣan‛ā. Thus, on the background of the absence of the scorpion in Jewish icono
graphy in Ṣan‛ā in the eighteenth century. 

Ṣan‛ā and the scorpion 
Labbah (choker)

Unfortunately, one of the rarest images of the scorpion is existing only as a photo-
graphed version (Fig.1). As far as I know, it is the earliest known image of the scorpion 
in Jewish jewel from the nineteenth century in Ṣan‛ā. The image of the scorpion here is 
a hammered relief in the center of each of Tatarif (pl.), which are the two triangular box-
construction finials comprising the locker of Labbah.

This Labbah was brought into the studio in the home of a Jewish silversmith in 
Ṣan‛ā, in 1937, to be melt for its heavy silver as an old Jewish piece of solid silver. It is 
a very heavy piece, as that specific Labbah is comprised out of plenty box-construction 
units, each made of solid silver three-dimensional box-construction. This Labbah had 
been photographed there by Carl Rathjens from the Hamburg Museum of Ethnography 
to his request, just before its melting, as a honor gesture of the Jewish silversmith, 
whose name is not known yet.3

The art formula of the scorpion here is very clear. It is an “up to down” view on a real 
scorpion. It should be emphasized that an “up to down” view on an object was the most 
common artistic way of presentation in Yemen, no matter in what medium. Hence, that 
is not unique, neither to Jewish silversmith, nor to the nineteenth and the twentieth cen-
turies Jewish art in Ṣan‛ā. As for example, an “up to down” presentation of varied ob-
jects is shown in ‘carpet pages’ (full illuminated pages) of Hebrew illuminated bibles 
from Yemen from the thirteenth-fifteenth centuries.

However, in our case here, the “up to down” view of the scorpion is in little scale and 
the body looks as it is eliminated and merged with the tail into a long and narrow ham-
mered line. In addition, the poison gland – the most dominant feature of the scorpion – 
is emphasized as a round hammered bulge at the end of the tail. Also, the four couples 
of legs, typical to the scorpion, are hammered as short straight eight lines.

If we look on this specific image of the scorpion in the eyes of the Jewish silversmith 
in Ṣan‛ā in the nineteenth century, we may see something else. The two silver triangular 
Tatarif , as well as, the hammered scorpion on each, is also the way of the silversmith to 
present “Angles Script” from the Hebrew Kabbalistic manuscript known as Raziel the 
Angle. i. e., instead of writing an amulet on paper or parchment, the silversmith had 
executed a silver amulet as the locker of this Labbah. 

Raziel the Angle is a very well known manuscript among Jewish silversmith in Yemen 
and some had brought it into Israel. As for example, in 1975, in the State of Israel, Sima 
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in Ṣan‛ā between the years 
1927–1944 see Berger 
1987: 16 –17, fig. XX.10. 
I would like to thank 
Ruma Haybi, the photo
grapher’s widow for the 
photo. See Sha’ar 1985: 
73, fig. 130, 74, fig. 131, 
79, fig. 144. For Labbah 
of the Jewish bride in the 
years 1875 –1880 see 
Berger 1987: 100 –101.

7	The Metropolitan Mu
seum of Art, New York, 
91.1136. Bequest of 
Edward C. Moore, 1891.  
I would like to thank the 
Islamic Department of 
The Metropolitan Mu
seum of Art, New York, 
for their kind help, espe-
cially to Navina Haidar, 
Dr. Marilyn Jenkins and 
Annick Des Roches. 

8	For a big Khoratah over 
the chest of a little boy 
photographed by Hermann 
Burchardt in Ṣan‛ā 
between the years 1901–

Golan and Ofra Brono had interviewed such silversmith and examined his Raziel the 
Angle manuscript, for centuries in his family (Golan, Brono 1975: 13 –19, figs. 
39 / 2 – 39 / 4). A copy of some pages is in my possession.4 Secrecy was always a demand 
for the book of Raziel the Angle and therefore, in the frame of this tradition, I do not 
wish to publish the pages.

Being an amulet provides the explanation why a lot of thought and work had been 
invested by the Jewish silversmith in the hidden locker of Labbah, not seen at all, when 
Labbah was tied to the throat. Labbah did not adorn every women, but, exclusively the 
Jewish bride and / the Jewish married woman. At the end of the nineteenth and at the 
beginning of the twentieth centuries it was tied only to the throat. It should be clear that 
not every Jewish bride / Jewish married woman had Labbah as her personal property, as 
Labbah was a very expensive jewel.

To be hidden is a necessary phase for a Jewish amulet, as in Jewish thought, “The 
blessing is existing only in something which is hidden from the eye” (Babylonian Tal-
mud: Bava Metzia 42a). However, although Tatarif were not seen from the front, every 
one in the Jewish community knew the scorpion / the amulet is there, just behind the 
neck of the bride.

After this thought, this rare photographed Labbah encodes two levels – that which is 
revealed and that which is hidden. That which is revealed shows a piece of jewel in its 
beauty. That which is hidden is the amulet: the scorpion. It contains an information en-
coded within it, to be decoded only by he who knows “Angles Script” from the Hebrew 
Kabbalistic manuscript Raziel the Angle, or by he who knows the secret of Al-Shabazi’s 
scorpion (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1	Scorpion. 	
	Hammered on two Tatarif (pl.) (finials) of a Jewish Labbah (s.) (choker).
	Each Tatrofa (s.) is a three-dimensional box-construction made of solid silver. 
	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	Second half of the nineteenth century.
	Scorpions & Tatarif were not seen when this Labbah was tied to the throat of the Jewish bride 

and the married Jewish woman. 
	Black-white rare photo.
	Photographed by Carl Rathjens in 1937 in the workshop in the home of a Jewish silversmith in  

Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab whilst this Labbah was brought into by Jews to be melt as an old piece for its 
heavy solid silver. 

	Hamburg, Hamburgisches Museum für Völkerkunde.
	Courtesy of the Hamburgisches Museum für Völkerkunde, Hamburg, Germany.
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25	 Goitein S.D. 1967, iv: 
200, 418 / 359 – 361.

26	 For gold “Scorpion’s 
Venom” bracelets see 
Jenkins 1983: 65; Hasson 
1987: 66 / 74; Vrieze 1999: 
268c – 269a / 259, 273c / 
269, 273c / 269. For silver 
“Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelets see Hasson 
1987: 64 – 67 / 72. 66 – 67 / 
73 –77. 

For the two eyes of the scorpion, which never got any attention before by the Jewish 
silversmith in Ṣan‛ā, they used a couplet of silver filigree buttons from the type known 
Azrar Shabk (pl.). Azrar Shabk were filigree hemispheres of the sort Jewish women 
were used to attach along the front of their dress (Fig. 5 left). The couplet of the Azrar 
Shabk were attached to the end of the Salseh Sufra or Salseh Methmman exactly as the 
Zanabil, and so in constant movement.

Basically, the new scorpion was designed and executed out of three or four silver 
gilded “ready made”: Salseh Sufra or Salseh Methmman, or both, Zanabil and Azrar 
Shabk. Some variations had a round filigree oblong in addition (Fig. 5 left). A constant 
movement was a very important part of this jewel. In modern terms it was a kinetic 
scorpion jewel.

Fig. 6	 Gargush Mizahhar (s.) (yellow brocade headgear) & Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions). 	
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 Third decade of the twentieth century.
	 This Gargush Mizahhar has few history phases: Made in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the 

third decade of the twentieth century by a Jewish jewellery designer woman. In 
ca. 1950, brought from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab into the State of Israel as the personal 
property of a Jewish woman who made Alia (come back) to Israel. After 1965, 
bought in the State of Israel by the Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

	 The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. L. 87. 80.
	 Photographed by Reuven Milon. 
	 Courtesy of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, State of Israel.
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gen, dass man sich wohl nur durch Anschauung Klarheit und Aussicht auf Erfolge 
verschaffen kann“.

Sofort nach seiner Ankunft in Zentralafrika am 5. November 1873 machte sich Falken­
stein an die Arbeit. Er berichtete in seinen Briefen nach Deutschland regelmäßig über 
seine fotografische Tätigkeit und die Fortschritte, die er dabei machte. Er beschrieb im 
Detail wie seine Fotografien zustande gekommen waren, so dass wir für einzelne Foto­
grafien sogar genau wissen wann, wo und unter welchen Umständen sie aufgenommen 
wurden. Zusammen mit den Ausführungen zum Thema, die er in seinem Reisebericht 
niederschrieb, verfügen wir damit für das 19. Jahrhundert über eine einmalig dichte Be­
schreibung wissenschaftlicher fotografischer Praxis in Afrika.

Falkensteins Fotografien aus Aequatorialafrika wurden in drei verschiedenen Forma­
ten veröffentlicht. Exklusiv für die Mitglieder der Deutschen Gesellschaft zur Erfor­
schung Aequatorial-Afrikas veröffentlichte der Vorstand 1876 in zwei Teilen – einem 
Landschaftlichen Teil in drei gleichzeitig erschienenen Lieferungen sowie einem An­
thropologischen Teil – 200 Originalfotografien (Album der Deutschen Gesellschaft zur 
Erforschung Aequatorial-Afrikas 1876; Correspondenzblatt 1876: 328 –330). (Abb. 6 
und 7). Die vierte Lieferung des landschaftlichen Teils, wie er 1976 noch angekündigt 
wurde, erschien nicht mehr (Correspondenzblatt 1876: 328). Im selben Jahr erschien in 
der Berliner „Photographischen Verlagsanstalt“ J. F. Stiehm ein Album mit 72 Fotogra­
fien, die aus diesen 200 ausgewählt worden waren. Dabei handelte es sich um eine Mi­
schung aus Landschafts- und Porträt bzw. Ganzkörperaufnahmen, die zum Verkauf an 
die interessierte Öffentlichkeit ausgewählt worden war. Auffallend daran war, dass es 
darin keine Aufnahmen von Frauen mit nacktem Oberkörper gab oder von gänzlich 
unbekleideten Personen (Loango-Küste 1876). (Abb. 4 und 5). Aus den erwähnten 200 

Abb. 4	 (links) Titelseite 
des Albums Die 
Loango-Küste in  
72 Photographien. 
© Sammlung Woldan, 
Wien

Abb. 5	 (rechts) 17. Blatt 
„Trachten in Facto­
reien beschäftigter 
Neger“ des Albums 
Die Loango-Küste  
in 72 Photographien. 
© Sammlung Woldan, 
Wien
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13 Das für meine Feldfor-
schung in Tuvalu sehr 
wichtige Buch Die mate­
rielle Kultur der Ellice­ 
Inseln von Gerd Koch 
(1961) zeigt auf dem Um-
schlag-Foto gleich zwei 
Auslegerboote des Atolls 
Nukufetau, die nach den 
Angaben des Autors wäh-
rend seines Aufenthalts  
im Jahre 1961 noch mit 
Mattensegeln versehen 
gewesen seien. Über die 
Herstellung der Matten-
segel teilt Koch nur sehr 
knapp mit, dass sie aus 
einem „Geflecht in der  
Art der mekei-Matten“ 
bestünden (S. 132).

tuch, die zweite aus leeren Kunststoffsäcken, in denen Zucker oder Reis auf das Atoll 
transportiert worden war. Auf meine Frage, ob ich ein Segel aus dem für mich sehr viel 
interessanteren Material der Kunststoffsäcke haben könnte, gab es nach meinem Ein-
druck eine deutliche Abwehr, die wohl vor allem von der Frau des Bootsbauers ausging, 
die das Segel schließlich nähte. Ich entschied mich daher für das importierte Baumwoll-
tuch. Weitere eigene Vorschläge zum Material, das verwendet werden sollte, machte ich 
nicht. Über allem stand meine generelle Bitte, es möge alles so gemacht werden, wie es 
für ein eigenes Boot auch gemacht würde. Als Ergebnis erhielt ich schließlich ein Segel, 
das mit Bändern („Bändseln“) an den beiden das dreieckige Tuch auseinander spannen-
den geraden Baumästen („Spieren“) befestigt wurde, die aus verschiedenen alten Ver-
packungsschnüren stammten. Das gleiche galt für den kräftigeren Strick („Schot“), mit 
dem das Segel am Wind gehalten wurde; auch er war aus alten Verpackungsbändern 
zusammengedreht worden. Soweit ich dies überprüfen konnte, entsprach es den auch 
bei anderen Booten verwendeten Materialien.

Anders wurde jedoch verfahren, als ich anfragte, ob es möglich sei, zusätzlich zu 
dem Baumwollsegel noch ein Mattensegel aus Palmblattfasern herzustellen, obwohl ich 
1987 kein solches Segel mehr bei den Booten oder den Häusern antraf, bei denen sie in 
der Regel aufbewahrt und getrocknet wurden. Gut 25 Jahre zuvor hatte es diese Matten-
segel allerdings noch als allgemein übliche gegeben.13Meine Bitte, für mich ein solches 
Segel wieder anzufertigen, wurde geradezu mit Begeisterung aufgenommen und die 
Frau des Bootsbauers machte sich sogleich ans Werk. Obwohl ich sie mit der Fotoka-
mera beim Flechten beobachten konnte und einen kleinen Teil der Flechtarbeit dabei 
dokumentiert habe, erlebte ich mit diesem zweiten Segel die größte Überraschung erst, 
als ich das Boot nach seiner Ankunft in Tübingen aus seinem Verschlag holte und alle 
Teile in genaueren Augenschein nahm. Ich stellte fest, dass die Frau des Bootsbauers 
nicht einfach eine flache Matte zwischen den in der Dreiecksform des Segels auf dem 

Abb. 3Auslegerboote auf 
dem Atoll Nukufetau, 
Tuvalu 1987.

52 Harms, Ethnographica in Völkerkundemuseen

weiteren Gegenstände verdanken sich eher nur indirekt unserem Dialog. Faktisch fügte 
der Bootsbauer Bokia diese dem von mir bezahlten Ensemble aus eigenem Ermessen 
hinzu, wobei sie im Regelfall allerdings zur Ausrüstung eines Bootes dieser Art gehö-
ren. Das betrifft auch die Angel mit Rute, weil ein solches kleineres Boot üblicherweise 
für den Gebrauch eines einzelnen Mannes insbesondere für den Fischfang bestimmt ist. 
Dafür ist im Hauptrumpf des Bootes auch stets eine Halterungsvorrichtung für die An-
gel angebracht.

Es sind jedoch nicht diese Einzelteile, von denen aus in Bezug auf das Ergebnis des 
Dialogs zwischen Objektsammler und Objektproduzenten noch offene Fragen zu disku-
tieren wären. Ausgangspunkt für eine prinzipielle Diskussion ist für mich vielmehr die 
folgende Besonderheit im Erscheinungsbild des in der Tübinger Sammlung bewahrten 
Auslegerbootes. Obwohl der Dialog zwischen dem Bootsbaumeister Bokia von Nuku-
fetau und mir in der Absicht geführt wurde, ein Auslegerboot von diesem Atoll zu erhal-
ten, das in seiner gesamten Herstellung genau denjenigen Auslegerbooten des Ortes 
entsprechen sollte, die als zu jener Zeit kleinste, aber funktionstüchtige und gebräuch-
liche dort vorhanden waren, und obwohl Bokia alle unsere Abmachungen einhielt, ent-
spricht das fertige Boot abermals nicht dem in der Ausgangsdefinition für den Begriff 
„Ethnographica“ genannten Kriterium, das Objekt müsse „charakteristisch“ für die 
Kultur sein, aus der es stamme.

Was das nun in die Ethnographische Sammlung der Universität Tübingen aufgenom-
mene Auslegerboot von allen zeitgleich, d. h. im Jahre 1987, auf dem Atoll Nukufetau 
in Gebrauch befindlichen Auslegerbooten, sei es der gleichen Größe, sei es in einer da-
rüber hinaus gehenden Größe, unterscheidet, ist der Umstand, dass es keinen Schutzan-
strich aus Teerfarbe hat. Sämtliche Auslegerboote auf dem Atoll, die ich in Augenschein 
nahm, wiesen diesen Schutzanstrich auf. Nur in einigen wenigen Fällen fehlte er an den 
Auslegerschwimmern und den Stangen, mit denen diese mit dem Hauptrumpf verbun-

Abb. 6Probefahrt des ferti-
gen Auslegerbootes 
mit Baumwollsegel. 
Lagune des Atolls 
Funafuti, Tuvalu 
1987.
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In contrast to Labbah and Lazem mentioned above, and like the Khoratah, the new 
Aqarib were intentionally installed just in the front of the body of the bride and / or the 
married Jewish women. Such direct propaganda in favor of the scorpion was possible 
only with the cooperation of the women as a whole in the Jewish community. That was 
also the women collaboration with the Jewish jewellery designer women to promote 
feminine agenda in the Jewish community. 

Aqarib were hanged in pairs from the end of Gargush Mizahhar (s.) – a new brocade 
very big jewel of the bride in the second half of the nineteenth century in the function 
of a headdress.12 Gargush Mizahhar had been prepared by the Jewish jewellery de-
signer women only for the bride as her dowry and private property, and it was never 
borrowed (Berger 1987: 83 – 84, 87) (Fig. 6). Aqrabe was also expanded to Gargush 
Gadifa (s.) (velvet), a black velvet headgear which was worn by Jewish women in holi-
days (Fig. 7).13 As being very long , but very light, the gilded Aqrabe of Gargush Mizah
har and Gargush Gadifa were always kinetic and flashing and in terms of modern art, 
a sort of two little mobiles, or kinetic little sculptures, or banners that jump constantly 
in the eyes in order to gain attention.

Fig. 7	 Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions).

	 Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions) hanged from three Garagish Gadifa (velvet) (pl.), belonging to
	 Ruma Haybi (the wife of the photographer) and his sisters.
	 The three Garagish Gadifa are covered and only the Aqarib (scorpions) are shown hanged from the end of 

the Garagish Gadifa up till theirs belly.
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 1936.
	 Black-white rare photo. 
	 Photographed in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab during a Jewish weeding by Yihye Haybi.
	 The woman adorned with the opulent Tsbuk Lulu is Ruma Haybi, the sister of the photographer. She is not 

the bride. As the bride changed her mind and refused to be photographed, Yihye Haybi took shoots of his 
sister who was than in the status of “The bride of the year” חריוות אסנה, enabling here to be adorned with 
Tsbuk Lulu in some social ceremonies of the wedding.

	 Courtesy of Ruma Haybi, the widow of the Photographer (shown at the left), State of Israel, Bney-Brak.

88 Berger, The Scorpion

all along the Pentateuch. Al-Shabazi’s Pentateuch is nowadays in The Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary, New York.16

Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi is not only a great Jewish and Yemeni poet, but also the 
most important Kabbala personality in Yemen (Nini 1975: 6). His origin is in Sharab 
district, a very important Kabbala center in south east Yemen, and later on he moved to 
Ta‘izz, also in south west Yemen (Nadaf 1929: 331). His painted six pointed star is 
presented here in the context of Kabbala, the Art of Ta‘izz and as a Yemeni agenda.

The Hebrew Kabbalistic manuscript Raziel the Angle, mentioned above, shows the 
six pointed star as an amulet (Golan, Brono 1975: fig. 39 /5). It is important to mention 
that the six pointed star is painted in the Raziel the Angle manuscript and in al-Shabazi’s 

Fig. 10 Six pointed star.

Hebrew Illuminated Pentateuch.
1678. 
Scribed and painted by Shalom al-Shabazi during “Mawz‘a Exile”.
Mawz‘a, Tihama, south west Yemen.
New York, The Jewish Theological Seminary, L104, Fol. 256r.
Paper. Black, Red Ink.
Long: 29.5 cm. Wide: 20.5cm.
Courtesy of The Library of The Jewish Theological Seminary, New York. 
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50 Harms, Ethnographica in Völkerkundemuseen

Boden ausgespannten Kokosfaserstricken und um diese herum in der üblichen Schach-
brett-Bindung geflochten hatte, sondern dass sie die Palmblattfaserstreifen in flachen 
Rundbögen miteinander verflochten hatte. Auf diese Weise hatte sie in das Mattensegel 
einen Bauch hineingeformt genau wie in dasjenige aus dem importierten Baumwoll-
tuch, hatte also beiden Segeln die gleiche für ein gutes Segel wichtige aerodynamische 
Form gegeben. Dieses Mattensegel wurde, ohne dass ich dazu irgendwelche Vorschläge 
gemacht hätte, ausschließlich mit Bändseln und einer Schot versehen, die der Bootsbau-
er selbst aus Kokosfasern gedreht und geflochten hatte. Das gleiche Material war auch 
für das Zusammenfügen der einzelnen Teile des Auslegerbootes verwendet worden, 
was für alle Boote, die ich auf Nukufetau in Augenschein nehmen konnte, galt.

Eine für mich etwas verwirrende kleine Meinungsverschiedenheit entstand zwischen 
mir und dem Bootsbauer darüber, dass ich für jedes der Segel einen Mast wünschte, mit 
dem das Dreieckssegel auf dem Hauptrumpf des Bootes gehalten wird. Der Bootsbauer 
empfand einen zweiten Mast für dasselbe Boot als überflüssig, weil ich ja nicht beide 
Segel zur gleichen Zeit würde verwenden können. Bei dieser Frage ging ich jedoch 
nicht auf seine Vorstellungen ein, weil ich gerade dies bei der Präsentation des Bootes 
in der Ausstellung vorhatte, für die ich es beschaffen wollte. Damit bin ich aber bereits 
bei der endgültigen Form angelangt, die das Boot aufgrund des zwischen mir und dem 
Bootsbauer geführten Dialoges schließlich erhalten hat.

Das fertige ethnographische Objekt

Ein Teil der Arbeiten, die für die Fertigstellung des Bootes notwendig waren, fand in 
meiner Abwesenheit statt, d. h. ohne dass ich deren Fortgang beobachten und im Ge-
spräch mit dem Bootsbauer begleiten konnte, weil ich wegen der damals sehr kompli-

Abb. 4Beginn der Flecht-
arbeit an einem 
Mattensegel für ein 
Auslegerboot. Atoll 
Nukufetau, Tuvalu 
1987.
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Harms 1997. 

zierten Fährverbindungen zwischen den Atollen des Inselstaates Tuvalu das Atoll Nuku-
fetau vorzeitig verließ und zum Hauptatoll Funafuti zurückkehrte. Das Auslegerboot 
folgte ungefähr sechs Wochen später nach, und zwar in Begleitung des Bootsbauers 
Bokia. Nach Tübingen gelangte es dann in einem großen Verschlag aus dicken Sperr-
holzplatten und Bauholzbalken, der auf Funafuti für mich hergestellt wurde. Der Ver-
schlag für das Auslegerboot nahm außerdem eine gut 100 Objekte umfassende Samm-
lung von Gegenständen aus dem häuslichen Kunsthandwerk sowie der Alltagskultur der 
verschiedenen Atolle des Staates Tuvalu auf.14

Das Auslegerboot umfasst in der Form, in der es schließlich im Spätsommer 1987 
von dem Bootsbaumeister Bokia von Nukufetau bei mir abgeliefert wurde, den folgen-
den Komplex:
•Ein Bootsrumpf mit dem Auslegerschwimmer, der mit drei gebogenen Auslegerstan-

gen mit diesem verbunden ist,
•Ein Dreiecksegel aus kräftigem importierten Baumwollstoff zwischen zwei Holz-

stangen gespannt mit daran festgebundenem Mast,
• Ein Dreiecksegel aus Palmblattfasern geflochten und in der gleichen Weise wie das 

aus Baumwolle geformt, mit einem ebenfalls daran befestigten Mast,
•Zwei aus Holz geschnitzte kurze Paddel,
•Ein „Ösfass“ aus Holz geschnitzt zum Ausschöpfen von Wasser,
•Eine Angel mit langer Holzrute, an der eine Kokosschnur mit einem Angelhaken 

befestigt ist; der Angelhaken wurde aus dafür in Formen geschliffenen Muschel- und 
Schneckenteilen zusammengesetzt.

Nur ein Teil dieses Gesamtkomplexes „Auslegerboot vom Atoll Nukufetau in Tuvalu“ 
entstand direkt aus dem Dialog zwischen mir und dem Bootsbauer Bokia. Dazu gehören 
in jedem Fall das Auslegerboot selbst sowie die beiden Segel mit ihren Masten. Die 

Abb. 5Einbaum für ein 
Auslegerboot mit 
„aufgenähten“ 
Seitenplanken und 
der Ausformung  
des Heckaufsatzes. 
Atoll Nukufetau, 
Tuvalu 1987.

86 Berger, The Scorpion

Another very important feature of Aqrabe was that it was the only permanent shown 
jewel out of the many jewels used to be attached on Gargush Mizahhar. The shown 
couplet of Aqarib is the common denominator of all Garagish Mizahhar (pl.) in the 
Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā. All the other jewels attached on Garagish Mizahhar differ-
ed from one bride to another and were hidden by the bride by being always covered with 
a special scarf.14 There were brides who had none except only such couplet of Aqarib. 
Therefore, we can safely conclude that from the point of view of the Jewish woman in 
Ṣan‛ā, the “ready made” scorpions of Gargush Mizahhar and Gargush Gadifa had been 
chosen to be the “signature” of the status of the Jewish bride and the married woman. 
Thus, after al-Shabazi’s scorpion, as well as, the idea of fertility that had been incor-
porated in the jewel by the women themselves.

As being the “signature” of the status of the Jewish bride in Ṣan‛ā, at the third and the 
forth decades of the twentieth century, a couplet of Aqarib had been expanded and 
therefore had been attached to the two corners of some of the impressive Khoratah in 
the Jewish community. None has survived. A reconstruction was made by Shosana 

Fig. 8 Khoratah (cone) – A reconstruction.

Front (right) & back (left).
State of Israel – Tel-Aviv.
After 1956.
Reconstruction made by Shosana Gispan-Cornfield (Same Gispan-Megori in Ṣan‛ā).
Made of: Mizahhar (yellow brocade), Tawq (s.) (round iron hoop), Zanabil (s.) (basket), gilded 
Riyalat (pl.) (Maria Theresa silver coins), Salseh Sufra (s.) (Yellow Chain), Lulu (pl.) (pearls) & 
Mirjan (pl.) (red corals). Stuffed with traditional ingredients used against the evil eye in Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab.
Shosana Gispan-Cornfield is the first to reconstruct, in 1956 in the State of Israel, Tsbuk Lulu, of 
which her mother, the famous Habibe Gispan-Megori had invented at the end of the second decade 
of the twentieth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab, Ṣan‛ā. 
Photographed by Ora Berger, 1981.
Courtesy of Shosana Gispan-Cornfield. Tel-Aviv, State of Israel.
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Gispan-Cornfield (Same Gispan-Megori in Ṣan‛ā) (Figs. 8, 9). She is famous as being the 
first to reconstruct in the State of Israel in 1956, the most opulent combination of jewel-
lery of which her mother, the famous Habibe Gispan-Megori, had invented in Ṣan‛ā at 
the end of the second decade of the twentieth century and which had been photographed 
there by Yihye Haybi during the years 1927–1944 – the Tsbuk Lulu (Figs. 4, 7). 

The upgrading of Khoratah with Aqarib shows “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as the domi-
nant Jewish feminine brand in Ṣan‛ā over a century. It is also a test-case showing how 
women cooperated to fight the problem of infertility in absence of modern medicine in 
Yemen. Nowadays, we know how hard it is to solve infertility even with modern medi-
cine. These women should be adored for doing everything in their power at the time. 
That does not mean that Islamic women in Ṣan‛ā were less courageous. The only thing 
it means is that the information is beyond my knowledge, as since the end of the seven-
teenth century the Jewish community run its life separately as explained beneath.

Ta’izz and the scorpion 
The “signature” of Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi

It is totally clear that the Hebrew Illuminated Pentateuch Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi 
had scribed and painted in Ta‘izz in 1678 during “Mawz’a Exile” is his artistic “signa-
ture”.15 The repeated six pointed star is the main illumination of his Pentateuch. By 
painting the six pointed star at the beginning of each new section (Parashah) he shows 
the six pointed star as his artistic choice (Fig. 10). As result, the six pointed star repeats 

Fig. 9 Khorayuth (pl.) (cones)

A detail belonging to the back side of Khoratah (s.) in Fig. 8 (left).
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Boden ausgespannten Kokosfaserstricken und um diese herum in der üblichen Schach-
brett-Bindung geflochten hatte, sondern dass sie die Palmblattfaserstreifen in flachen 
Rundbögen miteinander verflochten hatte. Auf diese Weise hatte sie in das Mattensegel 
einen Bauch hineingeformt genau wie in dasjenige aus dem importierten Baumwoll-
tuch, hatte also beiden Segeln die gleiche für ein gutes Segel wichtige aerodynamische 
Form gegeben. Dieses Mattensegel wurde, ohne dass ich dazu irgendwelche Vorschläge 
gemacht hätte, ausschließlich mit Bändseln und einer Schot versehen, die der Bootsbau-
er selbst aus Kokosfasern gedreht und geflochten hatte. Das gleiche Material war auch 
für das Zusammenfügen der einzelnen Teile des Auslegerbootes verwendet worden, 
was für alle Boote, die ich auf Nukufetau in Augenschein nehmen konnte, galt.

Eine für mich etwas verwirrende kleine Meinungsverschiedenheit entstand zwischen 
mir und dem Bootsbauer darüber, dass ich für jedes der Segel einen Mast wünschte, mit 
dem das Dreieckssegel auf dem Hauptrumpf des Bootes gehalten wird. Der Bootsbauer 
empfand einen zweiten Mast für dasselbe Boot als überflüssig, weil ich ja nicht beide 
Segel zur gleichen Zeit würde verwenden können. Bei dieser Frage ging ich jedoch 
nicht auf seine Vorstellungen ein, weil ich gerade dies bei der Präsentation des Bootes 
in der Ausstellung vorhatte, für die ich es beschaffen wollte. Damit bin ich aber bereits 
bei der endgültigen Form angelangt, die das Boot aufgrund des zwischen mir und dem 
Bootsbauer geführten Dialoges schließlich erhalten hat.

Das fertige ethnographische Objekt

Ein Teil der Arbeiten, die für die Fertigstellung des Bootes notwendig waren, fand in 
meiner Abwesenheit statt, d. h. ohne dass ich deren Fortgang beobachten und im Ge-
spräch mit dem Bootsbauer begleiten konnte, weil ich wegen der damals sehr kompli-

Abb. 4Beginn der Flecht-
arbeit an einem 
Mattensegel für ein 
Auslegerboot. Atoll 
Nukufetau, Tuvalu 
1987.

Baessler–Archiv, Band 57 (2009) 51

14 Über diese Sammlung  
und ihren Entstehungs-
zusammenhang siehe 
Harms 1997. 

zierten Fährverbindungen zwischen den Atollen des Inselstaates Tuvalu das Atoll Nuku-
fetau vorzeitig verließ und zum Hauptatoll Funafuti zurückkehrte. Das Auslegerboot 
folgte ungefähr sechs Wochen später nach, und zwar in Begleitung des Bootsbauers 
Bokia. Nach Tübingen gelangte es dann in einem großen Verschlag aus dicken Sperr-
holzplatten und Bauholzbalken, der auf Funafuti für mich hergestellt wurde. Der Ver-
schlag für das Auslegerboot nahm außerdem eine gut 100 Objekte umfassende Samm-
lung von Gegenständen aus dem häuslichen Kunsthandwerk sowie der Alltagskultur der 
verschiedenen Atolle des Staates Tuvalu auf.14

Das Auslegerboot umfasst in der Form, in der es schließlich im Spätsommer 1987 
von dem Bootsbaumeister Bokia von Nukufetau bei mir abgeliefert wurde, den folgen-
den Komplex:
•Ein Bootsrumpf mit dem Auslegerschwimmer, der mit drei gebogenen Auslegerstan-

gen mit diesem verbunden ist,
•Ein Dreiecksegel aus kräftigem importierten Baumwollstoff zwischen zwei Holz-

stangen gespannt mit daran festgebundenem Mast,
• Ein Dreiecksegel aus Palmblattfasern geflochten und in der gleichen Weise wie das 

aus Baumwolle geformt, mit einem ebenfalls daran befestigten Mast,
•Zwei aus Holz geschnitzte kurze Paddel,
•Ein „Ösfass“ aus Holz geschnitzt zum Ausschöpfen von Wasser,
•Eine Angel mit langer Holzrute, an der eine Kokosschnur mit einem Angelhaken 

befestigt ist; der Angelhaken wurde aus dafür in Formen geschliffenen Muschel- und 
Schneckenteilen zusammengesetzt.

Nur ein Teil dieses Gesamtkomplexes „Auslegerboot vom Atoll Nukufetau in Tuvalu“ 
entstand direkt aus dem Dialog zwischen mir und dem Bootsbauer Bokia. Dazu gehören 
in jedem Fall das Auslegerboot selbst sowie die beiden Segel mit ihren Masten. Die 

Abb. 5Einbaum für ein 
Auslegerboot mit 
„aufgenähten“ 
Seitenplanken und 
der Ausformung  
des Heckaufsatzes. 
Atoll Nukufetau, 
Tuvalu 1987.
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Another very important feature of Aqrabe was that it was the only permanent shown 
jewel out of the many jewels used to be attached on Gargush Mizahhar. The shown 
couplet of Aqarib is the common denominator of all Garagish Mizahhar (pl.) in the 
Jewish community in Ṣan‛ā. All the other jewels attached on Garagish Mizahhar differ-
ed from one bride to another and were hidden by the bride by being always covered with 
a special scarf.14 There were brides who had none except only such couplet of Aqarib. 
Therefore, we can safely conclude that from the point of view of the Jewish woman in 
Ṣan‛ā, the “ready made” scorpions of Gargush Mizahhar and Gargush Gadifa had been 
chosen to be the “signature” of the status of the Jewish bride and the married woman. 
Thus, after al-Shabazi’s scorpion, as well as, the idea of fertility that had been incor-
porated in the jewel by the women themselves.

As being the “signature” of the status of the Jewish bride in Ṣan‛ā, at the third and the 
forth decades of the twentieth century, a couplet of Aqarib had been expanded and 
therefore had been attached to the two corners of some of the impressive Khoratah in 
the Jewish community. None has survived. A reconstruction was made by Shosana 

Fig. 8 Khoratah (cone) – A reconstruction.

Front (right) & back (left).
State of Israel – Tel-Aviv.
After 1956.
Reconstruction made by Shosana Gispan-Cornfield (Same Gispan-Megori in Ṣan‛ā).
Made of: Mizahhar (yellow brocade), Tawq (s.) (round iron hoop), Zanabil (s.) (basket), gilded 
Riyalat (pl.) (Maria Theresa silver coins), Salseh Sufra (s.) (Yellow Chain), Lulu (pl.) (pearls) & 
Mirjan (pl.) (red corals). Stuffed with traditional ingredients used against the evil eye in Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab.
Shosana Gispan-Cornfield is the first to reconstruct, in 1956 in the State of Israel, Tsbuk Lulu, of 
which her mother, the famous Habibe Gispan-Megori had invented at the end of the second decade 
of the twentieth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab, Ṣan‛ā. 
Photographed by Ora Berger, 1981.
Courtesy of Shosana Gispan-Cornfield. Tel-Aviv, State of Israel.
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Gispan-Cornfield (Same Gispan-Megori in Ṣan‛ā) (Figs. 8, 9). She is famous as being the 
first to reconstruct in the State of Israel in 1956, the most opulent combination of jewel-
lery of which her mother, the famous Habibe Gispan-Megori, had invented in Ṣan‛ā at 
the end of the second decade of the twentieth century and which had been photographed 
there by Yihye Haybi during the years 1927–1944 – the Tsbuk Lulu (Figs. 4, 7). 

The upgrading of Khoratah with Aqarib shows “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as the domi-
nant Jewish feminine brand in Ṣan‛ā over a century. It is also a test-case showing how 
women cooperated to fight the problem of infertility in absence of modern medicine in 
Yemen. Nowadays, we know how hard it is to solve infertility even with modern medi-
cine. These women should be adored for doing everything in their power at the time. 
That does not mean that Islamic women in Ṣan‛ā were less courageous. The only thing 
it means is that the information is beyond my knowledge, as since the end of the seven-
teenth century the Jewish community run its life separately as explained beneath.

Ta’izz and the scorpion 
The “signature” of Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi

It is totally clear that the Hebrew Illuminated Pentateuch Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi 
had scribed and painted in Ta‘izz in 1678 during “Mawz’a Exile” is his artistic “signa-
ture”.15 The repeated six pointed star is the main illumination of his Pentateuch. By 
painting the six pointed star at the beginning of each new section (Parashah) he shows 
the six pointed star as his artistic choice (Fig. 10). As result, the six pointed star repeats 

Fig. 9 Khorayuth (pl.) (cones)

A detail belonging to the back side of Khoratah (s.) in Fig. 8 (left).
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13 Das für meine Feldfor-
schung in Tuvalu sehr 
wichtige Buch Die mate­
rielle Kultur der Ellice­ 
Inseln von Gerd Koch 
(1961) zeigt auf dem Um-
schlag-Foto gleich zwei 
Auslegerboote des Atolls 
Nukufetau, die nach den 
Angaben des Autors wäh-
rend seines Aufenthalts  
im Jahre 1961 noch mit 
Mattensegeln versehen 
gewesen seien. Über die 
Herstellung der Matten-
segel teilt Koch nur sehr 
knapp mit, dass sie aus 
einem „Geflecht in der  
Art der mekei-Matten“ 
bestünden (S. 132).

tuch, die zweite aus leeren Kunststoffsäcken, in denen Zucker oder Reis auf das Atoll 
transportiert worden war. Auf meine Frage, ob ich ein Segel aus dem für mich sehr viel 
interessanteren Material der Kunststoffsäcke haben könnte, gab es nach meinem Ein-
druck eine deutliche Abwehr, die wohl vor allem von der Frau des Bootsbauers ausging, 
die das Segel schließlich nähte. Ich entschied mich daher für das importierte Baumwoll-
tuch. Weitere eigene Vorschläge zum Material, das verwendet werden sollte, machte ich 
nicht. Über allem stand meine generelle Bitte, es möge alles so gemacht werden, wie es 
für ein eigenes Boot auch gemacht würde. Als Ergebnis erhielt ich schließlich ein Segel, 
das mit Bändern („Bändseln“) an den beiden das dreieckige Tuch auseinander spannen-
den geraden Baumästen („Spieren“) befestigt wurde, die aus verschiedenen alten Ver-
packungsschnüren stammten. Das gleiche galt für den kräftigeren Strick („Schot“), mit 
dem das Segel am Wind gehalten wurde; auch er war aus alten Verpackungsbändern 
zusammengedreht worden. Soweit ich dies überprüfen konnte, entsprach es den auch 
bei anderen Booten verwendeten Materialien.

Anders wurde jedoch verfahren, als ich anfragte, ob es möglich sei, zusätzlich zu 
dem Baumwollsegel noch ein Mattensegel aus Palmblattfasern herzustellen, obwohl ich 
1987 kein solches Segel mehr bei den Booten oder den Häusern antraf, bei denen sie in 
der Regel aufbewahrt und getrocknet wurden. Gut 25 Jahre zuvor hatte es diese Matten-
segel allerdings noch als allgemein übliche gegeben.13Meine Bitte, für mich ein solches 
Segel wieder anzufertigen, wurde geradezu mit Begeisterung aufgenommen und die 
Frau des Bootsbauers machte sich sogleich ans Werk. Obwohl ich sie mit der Fotoka-
mera beim Flechten beobachten konnte und einen kleinen Teil der Flechtarbeit dabei 
dokumentiert habe, erlebte ich mit diesem zweiten Segel die größte Überraschung erst, 
als ich das Boot nach seiner Ankunft in Tübingen aus seinem Verschlag holte und alle 
Teile in genaueren Augenschein nahm. Ich stellte fest, dass die Frau des Bootsbauers 
nicht einfach eine flache Matte zwischen den in der Dreiecksform des Segels auf dem 

Abb. 3Auslegerboote auf 
dem Atoll Nukufetau, 
Tuvalu 1987.
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weiteren Gegenstände verdanken sich eher nur indirekt unserem Dialog. Faktisch fügte 
der Bootsbauer Bokia diese dem von mir bezahlten Ensemble aus eigenem Ermessen 
hinzu, wobei sie im Regelfall allerdings zur Ausrüstung eines Bootes dieser Art gehö-
ren. Das betrifft auch die Angel mit Rute, weil ein solches kleineres Boot üblicherweise 
für den Gebrauch eines einzelnen Mannes insbesondere für den Fischfang bestimmt ist. 
Dafür ist im Hauptrumpf des Bootes auch stets eine Halterungsvorrichtung für die An-
gel angebracht.

Es sind jedoch nicht diese Einzelteile, von denen aus in Bezug auf das Ergebnis des 
Dialogs zwischen Objektsammler und Objektproduzenten noch offene Fragen zu disku-
tieren wären. Ausgangspunkt für eine prinzipielle Diskussion ist für mich vielmehr die 
folgende Besonderheit im Erscheinungsbild des in der Tübinger Sammlung bewahrten 
Auslegerbootes. Obwohl der Dialog zwischen dem Bootsbaumeister Bokia von Nuku-
fetau und mir in der Absicht geführt wurde, ein Auslegerboot von diesem Atoll zu erhal-
ten, das in seiner gesamten Herstellung genau denjenigen Auslegerbooten des Ortes 
entsprechen sollte, die als zu jener Zeit kleinste, aber funktionstüchtige und gebräuch-
liche dort vorhanden waren, und obwohl Bokia alle unsere Abmachungen einhielt, ent-
spricht das fertige Boot abermals nicht dem in der Ausgangsdefinition für den Begriff 
„Ethnographica“ genannten Kriterium, das Objekt müsse „charakteristisch“ für die 
Kultur sein, aus der es stamme.

Was das nun in die Ethnographische Sammlung der Universität Tübingen aufgenom-
mene Auslegerboot von allen zeitgleich, d. h. im Jahre 1987, auf dem Atoll Nukufetau 
in Gebrauch befindlichen Auslegerbooten, sei es der gleichen Größe, sei es in einer da-
rüber hinaus gehenden Größe, unterscheidet, ist der Umstand, dass es keinen Schutzan-
strich aus Teerfarbe hat. Sämtliche Auslegerboote auf dem Atoll, die ich in Augenschein 
nahm, wiesen diesen Schutzanstrich auf. Nur in einigen wenigen Fällen fehlte er an den 
Auslegerschwimmern und den Stangen, mit denen diese mit dem Hauptrumpf verbun-

Abb. 6Probefahrt des ferti-
gen Auslegerbootes 
mit Baumwollsegel. 
Lagune des Atolls 
Funafuti, Tuvalu 
1987.
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In contrast to Labbah and Lazem mentioned above, and like the Khoratah, the new 
Aqarib were intentionally installed just in the front of the body of the bride and / or the 
married Jewish women. Such direct propaganda in favor of the scorpion was possible 
only with the cooperation of the women as a whole in the Jewish community. That was 
also the women collaboration with the Jewish jewellery designer women to promote 
feminine agenda in the Jewish community. 

Aqarib were hanged in pairs from the end of Gargush Mizahhar (s.) – a new brocade 
very big jewel of the bride in the second half of the nineteenth century in the function 
of a headdress.12 Gargush Mizahhar had been prepared by the Jewish jewellery de-
signer women only for the bride as her dowry and private property, and it was never 
borrowed (Berger 1987: 83 – 84, 87) (Fig. 6). Aqrabe was also expanded to Gargush 
Gadifa (s.) (velvet), a black velvet headgear which was worn by Jewish women in holi-
days (Fig. 7).13 As being very long , but very light, the gilded Aqrabe of Gargush Mizah
har and Gargush Gadifa were always kinetic and flashing and in terms of modern art, 
a sort of two little mobiles, or kinetic little sculptures, or banners that jump constantly 
in the eyes in order to gain attention.

Fig. 7	 Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions).

	 Aqarib (pl.) (scorpions) hanged from three Garagish Gadifa (velvet) (pl.), belonging to
	 Ruma Haybi (the wife of the photographer) and his sisters.
	 The three Garagish Gadifa are covered and only the Aqarib (scorpions) are shown hanged from the end of 

the Garagish Gadifa up till theirs belly.
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab קאע ביר אלעזב, Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 1936.
	 Black-white rare photo. 
	 Photographed in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab during a Jewish weeding by Yihye Haybi.
	 The woman adorned with the opulent Tsbuk Lulu is Ruma Haybi, the sister of the photographer. She is not 

the bride. As the bride changed her mind and refused to be photographed, Yihye Haybi took shoots of his 
sister who was than in the status of “The bride of the year” חריוות אסנה, enabling here to be adorned with 
Tsbuk Lulu in some social ceremonies of the wedding.

	 Courtesy of Ruma Haybi, the widow of the Photographer (shown at the left), State of Israel, Bney-Brak.

88 Berger, The Scorpion

all along the Pentateuch. Al-Shabazi’s Pentateuch is nowadays in The Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary, New York.16

Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi is not only a great Jewish and Yemeni poet, but also the 
most important Kabbala personality in Yemen (Nini 1975: 6). His origin is in Sharab 
district, a very important Kabbala center in south east Yemen, and later on he moved to 
Ta‘izz, also in south west Yemen (Nadaf 1929: 331). His painted six pointed star is 
presented here in the context of Kabbala, the Art of Ta‘izz and as a Yemeni agenda.

The Hebrew Kabbalistic manuscript Raziel the Angle, mentioned above, shows the 
six pointed star as an amulet (Golan, Brono 1975: fig. 39 /5). It is important to mention 
that the six pointed star is painted in the Raziel the Angle manuscript and in al-Shabazi’s 

Fig. 10 Six pointed star.

Hebrew Illuminated Pentateuch.
1678. 
Scribed and painted by Shalom al-Shabazi during “Mawz‘a Exile”.
Mawz‘a, Tihama, south west Yemen.
New York, The Jewish Theological Seminary, L104, Fol. 256r.
Paper. Black, Red Ink.
Long: 29.5 cm. Wide: 20.5cm.
Courtesy of The Library of The Jewish Theological Seminary, New York. 
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Pentateuch in the same style – a double lined black ink star.17 On the other hand, the six 
pointed star is a known emblem in Ta‘izz after the Ayyubid who had ruled Yemen from 
Ta‘izz (r. 1173 –1229). The six pointed star is on Ayyubid coins and circulated in Ta‘izz 
at the time.18 On Ayyubid coins the six pointed star is double lined and therefore we may 
safely assume it is the prototype of south Yemen. However, it should be mentioned that 
the six pointed star is already on Fatimid coins, as well as, in the Jewish classical Cairo 
Geniza community (ninth – twelfth centuries) records and art, including “Angles Script” 
and carpet pages of Hebrew illuminated bibles. Hence the six pointed star in Islamic art 
is definitely earlier to the Ayyubid six pointed star. It might be known in Aden and in 
south Yemen before the Ayyubid via the east-west trade of which Aden was a very im-
portant port.

The Rasulid, the successors of the Ayyubid in Yemen, also ruled Yemen from Ta‘izz 
(r. 1229 –1454). One of their earlier emblem shows a big circle comprising painted 
triangles in a very sharp contrasted colors. The emblem is shown on a glass vessel with 
the name of the Rasulid Sultan al-Ashraf Umar (r. 1295 –1296), now in Victoria & Al-
bert Museum, London.19 The six pointed star of Shalom al-Shabazi is an echo to that 
feature. He had created the Rasulid effect, by painting the four triangles full with black 
ink, yet leaving the other two in the natural color of the paper (Fig.10). 

Three points emerge from this. First, Ayyubid and Rasulid art models were still 
dominant in Ta‘izz in 1678. Second, it is hard to draw the line between Jewish art  
and Islamic art at the time in Ta‘izz. Third, the triangle was a dominant art formula in 
Ta‘izz. 

The Rasulid scorpion

The research shows the Rasulid art as a “Renaissance” in Yemen, based on imported art 
and artists, but not entirely.20 Astronomy was a favored science and an important subject 
in art under their rule.21 Astronomy is the subject of the large brass tray made for the 
Rasulid Sultan Muayyad Dawud (r. 1296 –1321), now, in The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. On this brass tray, the scorpion is shown as the well known Zodiac sign 
of the scorpion.22 

As a zodiac sign, the scorpion is defined and presented on this tray encircled with a 
round medallion and as such presented as a blazon (Fig. 11). Originally, it had been 
executed as silver foils inlay in the brass. Nowadays the silver foils are off and only the 
preparation work in the brass, which had been done at the time in order to fix the foils 
into the brass, shows the Rasulid art formula. Being a Zodiac sign, the scorpion must 
have been easily recognized and therefore some naturalism had to be kept. 

However, the dominant feature of the Rasulid scorpion, here, is its presentation as a 
triangle composition. Its erected tail is emphasized here by its well known triangular 
poison gland at the end of the jointed tail (Figs. 11, 3). The body and the four pairs of 
legs create a very big triangle composition, over half of the size of the medallion. This 
triangular composition looks as intentionally exaggerated. Probably, as the tray was 
functional and was seen from some distance, i.e., the scorpion is shown here in short-
ened wag. That indicates that the designer was an expert who perfectly understood not 
only the function of this tray, but also the traditional way to present the astronomy sub-
ject, including shortening. The focus on the triangle and its big size regarding the dis-
tance from which it would be actually seen, is not surprising, as geometry was dominant 
in Islamic art since the ninth century, as result of science – art relationships (Livio 2003: 
98 –101). The Rasulid scorpion clearly shows that. 

The questions which arise are: How important is the triangle as art formula of the 
scorpion in jewellery in medieval Yemen? Was it an artistic traditional representation? 
Or, was it a random presentation only?
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Fig. 12Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & niellow.
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top represent the venom gland of 
the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 5cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Harari Collection, J204 & 
J205.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 13Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & granulation. 
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top with granulation represent the 
venom gland of the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. 
Tenth– eleventh century.
Diameter (inner): 5 cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Inv. nos. J1282 & J283.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 14Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid gold tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & filigree. Granulation.
Two big triangular plaques with 
filigree and granulation on the top 
represent the venom gland of the 
scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 9.2 & 8.8cm, respec-
tively.
Nasser D. Khalili Collection of 
Islamic Art. London.
Inv. nos. JLY1853 & JLY1854.
Photo after: Vrieze (ed.), 1999. 
Page 269. Plate 259. 
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4. Selkets’ children are born in a thin membrane, and when she liberates them they cling 
on her back where they develop by tripling in volume without taking in any food, 
other by osmosis (Lmy 1981: 94a).

This quality of her is our interest as it deciphers the fertility iconography associated with 
Selket. Nowadays, this quality of Selket is proved to be based on actual observations on 
scorpions circles of life in nature in Ancient Egypt. The modern research in biology 
shows that her way is the common way to grow up the new born scorpions by the female 
scorpion, who do that alone, as quoted from Wikipedia and clearly shown in Fig. 19:

“Unlike the majority of arachnid species, scorpions are viviparous. The young are 
born one by one, and the brood is carried about on its mother’s back until the young 
have undergone at least one molt. Before the first molt, scorpions cannot survive 
naturally without the mother, since they depend on her for protection and to regulate 
their moisture levels. Especially in species which display more advanced sociability, 
the young/mother association can continue for an extended period of time. The size of 
the litter depends on the species and environmental factors, and can range from two to 
over a hundred scorpions. The average litter however, consists of around 8 scorpions.

Fig. 16 Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
The scorpion’s tail raised up ready to sting with its 
sting at the end of the venom gland at the end of  
the tail.
Fresco painting – a detail.
Green, Red colors. White plaster.
Photo after: Lmy 1981:56.

Fig. 17 Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
Selket is one of the four goddess (Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys) 
who surrounded the shrine containing Tutankhamun’s canopic 
equipment. Here she is shown by herself out of that context.
Wood statue covered with gold foil.
Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Egypt.
Photo after: Stoddert & Holt & Hudson 1976. Plate 25. 

Baessler–Archiv, Band 57 (2009)	93

Jews. At the first quarter of the eighteenth century its population was reduced by a series 
of natural disasters and military attacks, as Jews were easy target to kill, since Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab was an open place, not surrounded by walls as Ṣan‛ā was (Fig. 15). In spite of 
that, the Jewish community at Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab recovered. Carsten Niebuhr had reported 
that in July 1763, when being there, the Jewish community had 2,000 inhabitants, which 
meant that since the first half of the eighteenth century, the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab had gradually become a preferable market segment for Jewish silversmiths. 

That was already the actual situation upon the nomination of Rabbi Yihye Zaluh  
 as the supreme leader of the Jewish Court in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in 1758 רבי יחיא צאלח

Fig. 15	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside the walls of Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.

	A map done by Carsten Niebuhr. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab is shown at the bottom of the map where its name  
“Bir el Assab” was written. 

	July 1763.
	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab & Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	Black-white etching.
	Map after: Klein-Franke Aviva, Carsten Niebuhr and the First Scientific Expedition to South Arabia.  

[In Hebrew]. Fe‛amim 18 (1984): 86. [In Hebrew].
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Humat al-aqrab – Scorpion’s Venom 

The Judeo-Arabic documents of the Jewish Classical Cairo Geniza Community (ninth –
twelfth centuries) are an important source of information for Fatimid and Ayyubid 
jewellery (Jenkins 1997: 418c –421a). The connections between Jews of Yemen and the 
Cairo Geniza Community are well known, on the background of the east-west trade, 
religious connections and Yemen as a favored place for Jews to live at the time.23 For 
example, the Jew from Tunis, Abraham ben Yijū, who had established and run a factory 
for bronze in India (1132–1149), stayed in Yemen for some years.

Our interest is in the Aswira (pl.) bracelets mentioned in the dowry he had prepared 
to his daughter.24 The reason for that is that another document described Humat al-
aqrab – “Scorpion’s Venom” as a Siwar (s.) bracelet.25 It was a gold Siwar, weighed 
around 230 grams and worth 43 gold dinars. That means that – “Scorpion’s Venom” was 
a dominant and very expensive type of bracelet that one can not ignore. On that basis 
we may assume that Aswira were common in both Yemen and the Cairo Geniza com-
munity, not only as a dowry item, but also in the frame of practice medicine and /or 

Fig. 11 Scorpion as a zodiac sign – a detail.

Brass tray inlaid with silver. 
Inscribed with the name of the Rasulid Sultan of Yemen Muayyad 
Dawud (r. 1296–1321).
This scorpion is from the central roundel of the tray containing 
representations of the seven planets and the twelve signs of the Zodiac. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Edward C. Moore 
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 891(91.1.605).
Diameter: 70cm.
Condition: Nowadays, the silver of the scorpion is off. Only the chiseled 
preparations work in the brass for the silver foils is shown and present 
the scorpion.
Photographed by Warren Bennett.
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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sympathetic magic to cure scorpion stings. Such practice is well known in Islamic 
jewellery (Hasson 1987: 9 n.19).

Nowadays, the main problem is how to recognize this type of “Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelet out of bracelets that had survived from the time? I tried to conduct such re-
search, on the basis of the art formula of the Rasulid scorpion mentioned above. To the 
best of my judgment, I find it to be a combination of a big triangle or a pair of triangles 
to present the venom gland and / or the body of the scorpion and a round hollow tube 
and / or a jointed tube to present its erected tail, as well as, the bracelet itself (Figs. 11, 
3). Indeed, such type exists (Figs. 12 –14). I found, at least, six variations of the type in 
gold and silver, most of them in museums. As for example, in The L.A. Mayer Museum 
for Islamic Art, Jerusalem, State of Israel, which has few in gold and few in silver in 
varied techniques.26 The similarity, but yet variety, indicates that Humat al-aqrab – 
“Scorpion’s Venom” whose feature is the big triangular couplet on the top, was a very 
well known type of bracelet at the time in the milieu of Islamic hollow tube bracelet 
among Jews and Muslim as well. 

On this background, it is important to know that Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law, which is the legal document that had fixed all the rules at the silver market 
(suq al-fiddah) in the suq in Ṣan‛ā that the Zaydi Imams had installed at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century (Serjeant R.B., al-Akwa 1983: 184a, n. 63). It is therefore 
clear that the scorpion bracelets were in use in Yemen in the past and the Zaydi Imams 
had continued that type in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as it was known and popular. The fact that 
Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, means that the scorpion bracelets were 
officially produced in suq al-fiddah (the silver market) in Ṣan‛ā at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century. It is therefore surprising, that the name Asawir is not mentioned in 
Jewish records that survived from the eighteenth century. Also, that Jewish tube brace-
lets that survived from Ṣan‛ā from the eighteenth century do not have any triangle 
plaque or a couplet of such (Berger 2005: 107–111, 117–122). Some explanation is 
needed, therefore, on the relationship between the Jewish silversmith and Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ 
Law (Chapter one in http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

The focus of Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ Law was law and economy. No limitations were made on 
Jewish silversmiths regarding art models. That was valid for Jewish silversmiths work-
ing in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab for Jews exclusively, as well as, for Jewish silversmiths working 
for Muslims in suq al-fiddah in the suq in Ṣan‛ā. It should be emphasized that Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law was more flexible than the Ottoman Law, which was the law before the 
Zaydi Law. The Ottoman controlled Yemen from Ṣan‛ā for a hundred years (1538/9 – 
1629) and forced the Ottoman Law on Yemen. As part of that law they had limited sil-
versmiths work only in the market (suq). That was for the sake of supervision on the 
precious metals – gold and silver – as it is known from such law in the goldsmiths mar-
ket in Jerusalem under their control (Cohen 1982).

However, as Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law – the new law of the Zaydi imams – had no restric-
tions neither on the work place, nor on art models, Jewish silversmiths were free to use 
any art sources they wished. Therefore it is clear that, as Jews were not permitted to live 
in towns in Yemen from 1680 on, as a decree going with the “reverse” of “Mawz’a 
Exile” decree, and therefore had to established themselves in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside 
Ṣan‛ā, suq al-fiddah in Ṣan‛ā was not attractive for them any more, neither for work 
purposes nor to buy jewellery (Fig. 15). Only the trip from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab to suq 
al-fiddah and back took about four hours walking. In addition, as Ṣan‛ā was a commer-
cial town, money had to be paid in order to enter the gates, each time. 

As Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law did not limit silversmiths to suq al-fiddah only, there was no 
limitation on Jewish silversmiths to work in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in theirs homes. Gradually, 
Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had turned out to be the exclusive place of business for Jewish silver-
smiths regarding Jewish needs. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had started in 1680 with about 1,000 
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jewellery in the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 

It also explains, why “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” had replaced the earlier very well 
known fertility symbol in Jewish thought – a hen and a chicken. The Babylonian Tal-
mud presents the Jewish habit of the Talmud period to present a pair of a hen and a 
chicken before the bride and the groom, telling them to be fruitful and multiply like a 
hen and a chicken and fulfill the Jewish commandment to procreate (Babylonian Tal-
mud, Gittin, 57a).

The iconography of a hen and a chicken is corroborated by all the Hebrew illumi-
nated marriage contracts (Ketubbot) (pl.) from the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab 
(Berger 2005: 94). The most relevant is the Ketubah (s.) of the elite bride Ruma bint 
Abraham ben Salim al-Sheikh al-Lawi from 1794, now, in The Israel Museum, Jerusa-
lem. It shows in the center, a chicken going to be released in front of the bride and the 
groom (Muchawsky-Schnapper 2000: 178).

In Jewish thought, the scorpion was used also as an antidote to cure eye illness. The 
Jewish Talmud gives orders how to use ashes of specific old scorpion in very small 
dozes as a medicine for the eyes, as well as against blindness (Babylonian Talmud, Git-
tin, 69a). The orders are very specific and lot of care was made on the small and exact 
proportions, including a warn that an extra doze will make a harm. That was mixed with 
Kohl. Firstly, the one eye was painted with a very little amount. Later on, the second eye 
was painted. That medicine to cure eye illnesses was very well known in Gā‛ bīr al-
‛azab among Jews and still known in the State of Israel, by few old women, originated 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab, who used it there. Nowadays, the medical value of the venom as 
antidote is researched in the frame of modern medicine (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Scorpion_toxin).

Selket

I’ll precede and say that there is no intention, what so ever, to make a direct connection 
between Selket, the scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt, and “al-Shabazi’s scorpion”. 
However, as she holds the iconography of fertility / infertility & curing scorpion’s stings 
& the scorpion is her emblem (placed on her head), she is a cultural prototype to our 
subject (Fig. 16). As far as I know, only she holds the three and therefore she might shed 
light on “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as fertility brand, in spite of the huge gape of time be-
tween Shalom (Salim)al-Shabazi and Selket.

Selket’s qualities in Ancient Egypt are many and here is only four:

1.	She was one of the four female goddess – Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys – that had 
a major protective role in the rebirth process of the Pharaoh, as perfectly shown in the 
tomb of Tutankhamun (1334 –1325 B.C.) of the Eightieth Dynasty of the New King-
dom (revealed by Howard Carter in 1922) (Fig. 17). 

2.	She was chiefly noted for her control of magic and, in particular, for treating scorpion 
stings by means of magic / medicine. Her priests dealt with medicine / magic – two 
sides of the same thing at the time.

3.	Childbirth and nursing were two human activities with which she was associated.
	 Because of her maternal vigilance, she was often assimilated to the goddess Isis the 

goddess of fertility and motherhood. On the other hand, as clearly shown by Capel & 
Markoe, Isis, who is usually shown nursing Osiris the infant, is shown also with the 
scorpion emblem of Selket placed on her head (Capel & Markoe 1996: 128 /60). On 
the other hand, some artifacts, as for example a bronze scepter head, shows the scor-
pion with the well known Isis’s face (Fig. 18) .
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(known after his death as MaHaRiTZ). He set out rules on the issue of the separation of 
the Jewish silversmith market from the Muslim market segment, here and there by 
Jewish silversmiths. Not only that he was an extraordinary religious personality, also he 
was a silversmiths, as in Yemen, public servants in the Jewish community made living 
from their work, after the ruling of Maimonides.

The target of his ruling was that the separation must be total, to prevent any involve-
ments of any kind by Muslims in silversmith work for Jews. As his ruling was synchro-
nized with Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, he assured that no Jewish silversmith mistakenly would 
violate Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. Such violation meant a collective punishment against the 
Jewish community, as that was the way of the Zaydi Imams.

As far as I know there is no comparative research juxtaposing Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law (in 
Yemenite-Arabic script) with the ruling of MaHaRiTZ (in Judeo-Yemenite script). His 
ruling was documented in al-Mswade אלמסוודה – the documentation of the Jewish Court 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century in Judeo-Yemenite script. His ruling be-
came the law in the Jewish community all over Yemen not only in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab. His 
law was the law for all Jews of Yemen all along the two hundred years from 1758 up till 
the big waves of Jews living Yemen to the State of Israel in ca. 1950. His ruling, of a 
total separation, shaped the Jewish silversmith in Yemen from 1758 till 1950. Therefore, 
it is clear that Jewish silversmiths in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century had 
compiled the techniques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, but not Islamic iconograpy. 
My Ph. D. dissertation had proved the existence of fourteen different types of jewellery 
owned by the Jewish bride in the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab and Radā‛ (a 
town south to Ṣan‛ā) (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/). All of them had shown tech-
niques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. However, the survived jewellery show other 
techniques not mentioned at all in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as well. 

From the point of view of Jewish iconography, Jewish tube bracelets in the eight-
eenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab gained a new iconography. That had happened as result 
of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ, as well as, the influence of Indian tube bracelets, which 
have no triangle at all. Thus, as result of strong connections between Jews of Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab with the Yemenite Jewish community in India who used the religious services 
of MaHaRiTZ (Berger 2005: 247– 252). 

Four points emerge from this. First, the scorpion had a past in Yemen not only as a 
Zodiac sign, but also in jewellery. Second, the iconography of the scorpion in Yemen in 
jewellery was not in the frame of fertility but to cure scorpion stings. Third, the revival 
of the iconography of the scorpion in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries is new, as well as, its switching from curing scorpion stings to cure infertility. 
Fourth, though the triangle was the dominant Art formula feature of the scorpion, in 
general and in tube bracelets in particular in the Middle Ages, this feature had been 
eliminated from Jewish tube bracelets in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century, as 
result of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ and the influence of the Indian tube bracelet type 
which has no triangle at all.

Scorpion and Cure

Jewish thinking is very specific in defining the dangerous situations in life that need 
“Preservation and Strengthening”, שימור  . In the Jewish Talmud it said that there are 
three who need “Preservation”. These are: 

“who ever is ill, a groom and a bride” (Babylonian Talmud, Blessings, 54b).

This explains, on the background of the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz to al-Shabazi’s grave, why 
“al-Shabazi’s scorpion” was adopted as a fertility symbol in Yemen and implied in 
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Humat al-aqrab – Scorpion’s Venom 

The Judeo-Arabic documents of the Jewish Classical Cairo Geniza Community (ninth –
twelfth centuries) are an important source of information for Fatimid and Ayyubid 
jewellery (Jenkins 1997: 418c–421a). The connections between Jews of Yemen and the 
Cairo Geniza Community are well known, on the background of the east-west trade, 
religious connections and Yemen as a favored place for Jews to live at the time.23For 
example, the Jew from Tunis, Abraham ben Yijū, who had established and run a factory 
for bronze in India (1132–1149), stayed in Yemen for some years.

Our interest is in the Aswira(pl.) bracelets mentioned in the dowry he had prepared 
to his daughter.24The reason for that is that another document described Humat al-
aqrab– “Scorpion’s Venom” as a Siwar (s.) bracelet.25It was a gold Siwar, weighed 
around 230 grams and worth 43 gold dinars. That means that – “Scorpion’s Venom” was 
a dominant and very expensive type of bracelet that one can not ignore. On that basis 
we may assume thatAswirawere common in both Yemen and the Cairo Geniza com-
munity, not only as a dowry item, but also in the frame of practice medicine and/or 

Fig. 11Scorpion as a zodiac sign – a detail.

Brass tray inlaid with silver. 
Inscribed with the name of the Rasulid Sultan of Yemen Muayyad 
Dawud (r. 1296–1321).
This scorpion is from the central roundel of the tray containing 
representations of the seven planets and the twelve signs of the Zodiac. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Edward C. Moore 
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 891(91.1.605).
Diameter: 70cm.
Condition: Nowadays, the silver of the scorpion is off. Only the chiseled 
preparations work in the brass for the silver foils is shown and present 
the scorpion.
Photographed by Warren Bennett.
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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sympathetic magic to cure scorpion stings. Such practice is well known in Islamic 
jewellery (Hasson 1987: 9 n.19).

Nowadays, the main problem is how to recognize this type of “Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelet out of bracelets that had survived from the time? I tried to conduct such re-
search, on the basis of the art formula of the Rasulid scorpion mentioned above. To the 
best of my judgment, I find it to be a combination of a big triangle or a pair of triangles 
to present the venom gland and / or the body of the scorpion and a round hollow tube 
and / or a jointed tube to present its erected tail, as well as, the bracelet itself (Figs. 11, 
3). Indeed, such type exists (Figs. 12 –14). I found, at least, six variations of the type in 
gold and silver, most of them in museums. As for example, in The L.A. Mayer Museum 
for Islamic Art, Jerusalem, State of Israel, which has few in gold and few in silver in 
varied techniques.26 The similarity, but yet variety, indicates that Humat al-aqrab – 
“Scorpion’s Venom” whose feature is the big triangular couplet on the top, was a very 
well known type of bracelet at the time in the milieu of Islamic hollow tube bracelet 
among Jews and Muslim as well. 

On this background, it is important to know that Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law, which is the legal document that had fixed all the rules at the silver market 
(suq al-fiddah) in the suq in Ṣan‛ā that the Zaydi Imams had installed at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century (Serjeant R.B., al-Akwa 1983: 184a, n. 63). It is therefore 
clear that the scorpion bracelets were in use in Yemen in the past and the Zaydi Imams 
had continued that type in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as it was known and popular. The fact that 
Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, means that the scorpion bracelets were 
officially produced in suq al-fiddah (the silver market) in Ṣan‛ā at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century. It is therefore surprising, that the name Asawir is not mentioned in 
Jewish records that survived from the eighteenth century. Also, that Jewish tube brace-
lets that survived from Ṣan‛ā from the eighteenth century do not have any triangle 
plaque or a couplet of such (Berger 2005: 107–111, 117–122). Some explanation is 
needed, therefore, on the relationship between the Jewish silversmith and Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ 
Law (Chapter one in http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

The focus of Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ Law was law and economy. No limitations were made on 
Jewish silversmiths regarding art models. That was valid for Jewish silversmiths work-
ing in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab for Jews exclusively, as well as, for Jewish silversmiths working 
for Muslims in suq al-fiddah in the suq in Ṣan‛ā. It should be emphasized that Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law was more flexible than the Ottoman Law, which was the law before the 
Zaydi Law. The Ottoman controlled Yemen from Ṣan‛ā for a hundred years (1538/9 – 
1629) and forced the Ottoman Law on Yemen. As part of that law they had limited sil-
versmiths work only in the market (suq). That was for the sake of supervision on the 
precious metals – gold and silver – as it is known from such law in the goldsmiths mar-
ket in Jerusalem under their control (Cohen 1982).

However, as Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law – the new law of the Zaydi imams – had no restric-
tions neither on the work place, nor on art models, Jewish silversmiths were free to use 
any art sources they wished. Therefore it is clear that, as Jews were not permitted to live 
in towns in Yemen from 1680 on, as a decree going with the “reverse” of “Mawz’a 
Exile” decree, and therefore had to established themselves in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside 
Ṣan‛ā, suq al-fiddah in Ṣan‛ā was not attractive for them any more, neither for work 
purposes nor to buy jewellery (Fig. 15). Only the trip from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab to suq 
al-fiddah and back took about four hours walking. In addition, as Ṣan‛ā was a commer-
cial town, money had to be paid in order to enter the gates, each time. 

As Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law did not limit silversmiths to suq al-fiddah only, there was no 
limitation on Jewish silversmiths to work in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in theirs homes. Gradually, 
Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had turned out to be the exclusive place of business for Jewish silver-
smiths regarding Jewish needs. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had started in 1680 with about 1,000 
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jewellery in the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 

It also explains, why “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” had replaced the earlier very well 
known fertility symbol in Jewish thought – a hen and a chicken. The Babylonian Tal-
mud presents the Jewish habit of the Talmud period to present a pair of a hen and a 
chicken before the bride and the groom, telling them to be fruitful and multiply like a 
hen and a chicken and fulfill the Jewish commandment to procreate (Babylonian Tal-
mud, Gittin, 57a).

The iconography of a hen and a chicken is corroborated by all the Hebrew illumi-
nated marriage contracts (Ketubbot) (pl.) from the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab 
(Berger 2005: 94). The most relevant is the Ketubah (s.) of the elite bride Ruma bint 
Abraham ben Salim al-Sheikh al-Lawi from 1794, now, in The Israel Museum, Jerusa-
lem. It shows in the center, a chicken going to be released in front of the bride and the 
groom (Muchawsky-Schnapper 2000: 178).

In Jewish thought, the scorpion was used also as an antidote to cure eye illness. The 
Jewish Talmud gives orders how to use ashes of specific old scorpion in very small 
dozes as a medicine for the eyes, as well as against blindness (Babylonian Talmud, Git-
tin, 69a). The orders are very specific and lot of care was made on the small and exact 
proportions, including a warn that an extra doze will make a harm. That was mixed with 
Kohl. Firstly, the one eye was painted with a very little amount. Later on, the second eye 
was painted. That medicine to cure eye illnesses was very well known in Gā‛ bīr al-
‛azab among Jews and still known in the State of Israel, by few old women, originated 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab, who used it there. Nowadays, the medical value of the venom as 
antidote is researched in the frame of modern medicine (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Scorpion_toxin).

Selket

I’ll precede and say that there is no intention, what so ever, to make a direct connection 
between Selket, the scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt, and “al-Shabazi’s scorpion”. 
However, as she holds the iconography of fertility / infertility & curing scorpion’s stings 
& the scorpion is her emblem (placed on her head), she is a cultural prototype to our 
subject (Fig. 16). As far as I know, only she holds the three and therefore she might shed 
light on “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as fertility brand, in spite of the huge gape of time be-
tween Shalom (Salim)al-Shabazi and Selket.

Selket’s qualities in Ancient Egypt are many and here is only four:

1.	She was one of the four female goddess – Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys – that had 
a major protective role in the rebirth process of the Pharaoh, as perfectly shown in the 
tomb of Tutankhamun (1334 –1325 B.C.) of the Eightieth Dynasty of the New King-
dom (revealed by Howard Carter in 1922) (Fig. 17). 

2.	She was chiefly noted for her control of magic and, in particular, for treating scorpion 
stings by means of magic / medicine. Her priests dealt with medicine / magic – two 
sides of the same thing at the time.

3.	Childbirth and nursing were two human activities with which she was associated.
	Because of her maternal vigilance, she was often assimilated to the goddess Isis the 

goddess of fertility and motherhood. On the other hand, as clearly shown by Capel & 
Markoe, Isis, who is usually shown nursing Osiris the infant, is shown also with the 
scorpion emblem of Selket placed on her head (Capel & Markoe 1996: 128 /60). On 
the other hand, some artifacts, as for example a bronze scepter head, shows the scor-
pion with the well known Isis’s face (Fig. 18) .
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(known after his death as MaHaRiTZ). He set out rules on the issue of the separation of 
the Jewish silversmith market from the Muslim market segment, here and there by 
Jewish silversmiths. Not only that he was an extraordinary religious personality, also he 
was a silversmiths, as in Yemen, public servants in the Jewish community made living 
from their work, after the ruling of Maimonides.

The target of his ruling was that the separation must be total, to prevent any involve-
ments of any kind by Muslims in silversmith work for Jews. As his ruling was synchro-
nized with Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, he assured that no Jewish silversmith mistakenly would 
violate Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. Such violation meant a collective punishment against the 
Jewish community, as that was the way of the Zaydi Imams.

As far as I know there is no comparative research juxtaposing Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law (in 
Yemenite-Arabic script) with the ruling of MaHaRiTZ (in Judeo-Yemenite script). His 
ruling was documented in al-Mswade אלמסוודה – the documentation of the Jewish Court 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century in Judeo-Yemenite script. His ruling be-
came the law in the Jewish community all over Yemen not only in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab. His 
law was the law for all Jews of Yemen all along the two hundred years from 1758 up till 
the big waves of Jews living Yemen to the State of Israel in ca. 1950. His ruling, of a 
total separation, shaped the Jewish silversmith in Yemen from 1758 till 1950. Therefore, 
it is clear that Jewish silversmiths in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century had 
compiled the techniques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, but not Islamic iconograpy. 
My Ph. D. dissertation had proved the existence of fourteen different types of jewellery 
owned by the Jewish bride in the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab and Radā‛ (a 
town south to Ṣan‛ā) (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/). All of them had shown tech-
niques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. However, the survived jewellery show other 
techniques not mentioned at all in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as well. 

From the point of view of Jewish iconography, Jewish tube bracelets in the eight-
eenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab gained a new iconography. That had happened as result 
of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ, as well as, the influence of Indian tube bracelets, which 
have no triangle at all. Thus, as result of strong connections between Jews of Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab with the Yemenite Jewish community in India who used the religious services 
of MaHaRiTZ (Berger 2005: 247– 252). 

Four points emerge from this. First, the scorpion had a past in Yemen not only as a 
Zodiac sign, but also in jewellery. Second, the iconography of the scorpion in Yemen in 
jewellery was not in the frame of fertility but to cure scorpion stings. Third, the revival 
of the iconography of the scorpion in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries is new, as well as, its switching from curing scorpion stings to cure infertility. 
Fourth, though the triangle was the dominant Art formula feature of the scorpion, in 
general and in tube bracelets in particular in the Middle Ages, this feature had been 
eliminated from Jewish tube bracelets in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century, as 
result of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ and the influence of the Indian tube bracelet type 
which has no triangle at all.

Scorpion and Cure

Jewish thinking is very specific in defining the dangerous situations in life that need 
“Preservation and Strengthening”, שימור  . In the Jewish Talmud it said that there are 
three who need “Preservation”. These are: 

“who ever is ill, a groom and a bride” (Babylonian Talmud, Blessings, 54b).

This explains, on the background of the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz to al-Shabazi’s grave, why 
“al-Shabazi’s scorpion” was adopted as a fertility symbol in Yemen and implied in 
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Pentateuch in the same style – a double lined black ink star.17 On the other hand, the six 
pointed star is a known emblem in Ta‘izz after the Ayyubid who had ruled Yemen from 
Ta‘izz (r. 1173 –1229). The six pointed star is on Ayyubid coins and circulated in Ta‘izz 
at the time.18 On Ayyubid coins the six pointed star is double lined and therefore we may 
safely assume it is the prototype of south Yemen. However, it should be mentioned that 
the six pointed star is already on Fatimid coins, as well as, in the Jewish classical Cairo 
Geniza community (ninth – twelfth centuries) records and art, including “Angles Script” 
and carpet pages of Hebrew illuminated bibles. Hence the six pointed star in Islamic art 
is definitely earlier to the Ayyubid six pointed star. It might be known in Aden and in 
south Yemen before the Ayyubid via the east-west trade of which Aden was a very im-
portant port.

The Rasulid, the successors of the Ayyubid in Yemen, also ruled Yemen from Ta‘izz 
(r. 1229 –1454). One of their earlier emblem shows a big circle comprising painted 
triangles in a very sharp contrasted colors. The emblem is shown on a glass vessel with 
the name of the Rasulid Sultan al-Ashraf Umar (r. 1295 –1296), now in Victoria & Al-
bert Museum, London.19 The six pointed star of Shalom al-Shabazi is an echo to that 
feature. He had created the Rasulid effect, by painting the four triangles full with black 
ink, yet leaving the other two in the natural color of the paper (Fig.10). 

Three points emerge from this. First, Ayyubid and Rasulid art models were still 
dominant in Ta‘izz in 1678. Second, it is hard to draw the line between Jewish art  
and Islamic art at the time in Ta‘izz. Third, the triangle was a dominant art formula in 
Ta‘izz. 

The Rasulid scorpion

The research shows the Rasulid art as a “Renaissance” in Yemen, based on imported art 
and artists, but not entirely.20 Astronomy was a favored science and an important subject 
in art under their rule.21 Astronomy is the subject of the large brass tray made for the 
Rasulid Sultan Muayyad Dawud (r. 1296 –1321), now, in The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. On this brass tray, the scorpion is shown as the well known Zodiac sign 
of the scorpion.22 

As a zodiac sign, the scorpion is defined and presented on this tray encircled with a 
round medallion and as such presented as a blazon (Fig. 11). Originally, it had been 
executed as silver foils inlay in the brass. Nowadays the silver foils are off and only the 
preparation work in the brass, which had been done at the time in order to fix the foils 
into the brass, shows the Rasulid art formula. Being a Zodiac sign, the scorpion must 
have been easily recognized and therefore some naturalism had to be kept. 

However, the dominant feature of the Rasulid scorpion, here, is its presentation as a 
triangle composition. Its erected tail is emphasized here by its well known triangular 
poison gland at the end of the jointed tail (Figs. 11, 3). The body and the four pairs of 
legs create a very big triangle composition, over half of the size of the medallion. This 
triangular composition looks as intentionally exaggerated. Probably, as the tray was 
functional and was seen from some distance, i.e., the scorpion is shown here in short-
ened wag. That indicates that the designer was an expert who perfectly understood not 
only the function of this tray, but also the traditional way to present the astronomy sub-
ject, including shortening. The focus on the triangle and its big size regarding the dis-
tance from which it would be actually seen, is not surprising, as geometry was dominant 
in Islamic art since the ninth century, as result of science – art relationships (Livio 2003: 
98 –101). The Rasulid scorpion clearly shows that. 

The questions which arise are: How important is the triangle as art formula of the 
scorpion in jewellery in medieval Yemen? Was it an artistic traditional representation? 
Or, was it a random presentation only?

92 Berger, The Scorpion

Fig. 12 Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & niellow.
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top represent the venom gland of 
the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 5cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Harari Collection, J204 & 
J205.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 13 Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & granulation. 
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top with granulation represent the 
venom gland of the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. 
Tenth – eleventh century.
Diameter (inner): 5 cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Inv. nos. J1282 & J283.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 14 Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid gold tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & filigree. Granulation.
Two big triangular plaques with 
filigree and granulation on the top 
represent the venom gland of the 
scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 9.2 & 8.8cm, respec-
tively.
Nasser D. Khalili Collection of 
Islamic Art. London.
Inv. nos. JLY1853 & JLY1854.
Photo after: Vrieze (ed.), 1999. 
Page 269. Plate 259. 
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4.Selkets’children are born in a thin membrane, and when she liberates them they cling 
on her back where they develop by tripling in volume without taking in any food, 
other by osmosis (Lmy 1981: 94a).

This quality of her is our interest as it deciphers the fertility iconography associated with 
Selket. Nowadays, this quality of Selket is proved to be based on actual observations on 
scorpions circles of life in nature in Ancient Egypt. The modern research in biology 
shows that her way is the common way to grow up the new born scorpions by the female 
scorpion, who do that alone, as quoted from Wikipedia and clearly shown in Fig. 19:

“Unlikethemajorityofarachnidspecies,scorpionsareviviparous.Theyoungare 
bornonebyone,andthebroodiscarriedaboutonitsmother’sbackuntiltheyoung 
haveundergoneatleastonemolt.Beforethefirstmolt,scorpionscannotsurvive 
naturallywithoutthemother,sincetheydependonherforprotectionandtoregulate 
theirmoisturelevels.Especiallyinspecieswhichdisplaymoreadvancedsociability, 
theyoung/motherassociationcancontinueforanextendedperiodoftime.Thesizeof 
thelitterdependsonthespeciesandenvironmentalfactors,andcanrangefromtwoto 
overahundredscorpions.Theaveragelitterhowever,consistsofaround8scorpions.

Fig. 16Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
The scorpion’s tail raised up ready to sting with its 
sting at the end of the venom gland at the end of  
the tail.
Fresco painting – a detail.
Green, Red colors. White plaster.
Photo after: Lmy 1981:56.

Fig. 17Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
Selket is one of the four goddess (Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys) 
who surrounded the shrine containing Tutankhamun’s canopic 
equipment. Here she is shown by herself out of that context.
Wood statue covered with gold foil.
Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Egypt.
Photo after: Stoddert & Holt & Hudson 1976. Plate 25. 
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Jews. At the first quarter of the eighteenth century its population was reduced by a series 
of natural disasters and military attacks, as Jews were easy target to kill, since Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab was an open place, not surrounded by walls as Ṣan‛ā was (Fig. 15). In spite of 
that, the Jewish community at Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab recovered. Carsten Niebuhr had reported 
that in July 1763, when being there, the Jewish community had 2,000 inhabitants, which 
meant that since the first half of the eighteenth century, the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab had gradually become a preferable market segment for Jewish silversmiths. 

That was already the actual situation upon the nomination of Rabbi Yihye Zaluh  
 as the supreme leader of the Jewish Court in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in 1758 רבי יחיא צאלח

Fig. 15	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside the walls of Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.

	 A map done by Carsten Niebuhr. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab is shown at the bottom of the map where its name  
“Bir el Assab” was written. 

	 July 1763.
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab & Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 Black-white etching.
	 Map after: Klein-Franke Aviva, Carsten Niebuhr and the First Scientific Expedition to South Arabia.  

[In Hebrew]. Fe‛amim 18 (1984): 86. [In Hebrew].
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Pentateuch in the same style – a double lined black ink star.17 On the other hand, the six 
pointed star is a known emblem in Ta‘izz after the Ayyubid who had ruled Yemen from 
Ta‘izz (r. 1173 –1229). The six pointed star is on Ayyubid coins and circulated in Ta‘izz 
at the time.18 On Ayyubid coins the six pointed star is double lined and therefore we may 
safely assume it is the prototype of south Yemen. However, it should be mentioned that 
the six pointed star is already on Fatimid coins, as well as, in the Jewish classical Cairo 
Geniza community (ninth – twelfth centuries) records and art, including “Angles Script” 
and carpet pages of Hebrew illuminated bibles. Hence the six pointed star in Islamic art 
is definitely earlier to the Ayyubid six pointed star. It might be known in Aden and in 
south Yemen before the Ayyubid via the east-west trade of which Aden was a very im-
portant port.

The Rasulid, the successors of the Ayyubid in Yemen, also ruled Yemen from Ta‘izz 
(r. 1229 –1454). One of their earlier emblem shows a big circle comprising painted 
triangles in a very sharp contrasted colors. The emblem is shown on a glass vessel with 
the name of the Rasulid Sultan al-Ashraf Umar (r. 1295 –1296), now in Victoria & Al-
bert Museum, London.19 The six pointed star of Shalom al-Shabazi is an echo to that 
feature. He had created the Rasulid effect, by painting the four triangles full with black 
ink, yet leaving the other two in the natural color of the paper (Fig.10). 

Three points emerge from this. First, Ayyubid and Rasulid art models were still 
dominant in Ta‘izz in 1678. Second, it is hard to draw the line between Jewish art  
and Islamic art at the time in Ta‘izz. Third, the triangle was a dominant art formula in 
Ta‘izz. 

The Rasulid scorpion

The research shows the Rasulid art as a “Renaissance” in Yemen, based on imported art 
and artists, but not entirely.20 Astronomy was a favored science and an important subject 
in art under their rule.21 Astronomy is the subject of the large brass tray made for the 
Rasulid Sultan Muayyad Dawud (r. 1296 –1321), now, in The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. On this brass tray, the scorpion is shown as the well known Zodiac sign 
of the scorpion.22 

As a zodiac sign, the scorpion is defined and presented on this tray encircled with a 
round medallion and as such presented as a blazon (Fig. 11). Originally, it had been 
executed as silver foils inlay in the brass. Nowadays the silver foils are off and only the 
preparation work in the brass, which had been done at the time in order to fix the foils 
into the brass, shows the Rasulid art formula. Being a Zodiac sign, the scorpion must 
have been easily recognized and therefore some naturalism had to be kept. 

However, the dominant feature of the Rasulid scorpion, here, is its presentation as a 
triangle composition. Its erected tail is emphasized here by its well known triangular 
poison gland at the end of the jointed tail (Figs. 11, 3). The body and the four pairs of 
legs create a very big triangle composition, over half of the size of the medallion. This 
triangular composition looks as intentionally exaggerated. Probably, as the tray was 
functional and was seen from some distance, i.e., the scorpion is shown here in short-
ened wag. That indicates that the designer was an expert who perfectly understood not 
only the function of this tray, but also the traditional way to present the astronomy sub-
ject, including shortening. The focus on the triangle and its big size regarding the dis-
tance from which it would be actually seen, is not surprising, as geometry was dominant 
in Islamic art since the ninth century, as result of science – art relationships (Livio 2003: 
98 –101). The Rasulid scorpion clearly shows that. 

The questions which arise are: How important is the triangle as art formula of the 
scorpion in jewellery in medieval Yemen? Was it an artistic traditional representation? 
Or, was it a random presentation only?

92 Berger, The Scorpion

Fig. 12 Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & niellow.
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top represent the venom gland of 
the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 5cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Harari Collection, J204 & 
J205.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 13 Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & granulation. 
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top with granulation represent the 
venom gland of the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. 
Tenth – eleventh century.
Diameter (inner): 5 cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Inv. nos. J1282 & J283.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 14 Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid gold tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & filigree. Granulation.
Two big triangular plaques with 
filigree and granulation on the top 
represent the venom gland of the 
scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 9.2 & 8.8cm, respec-
tively.
Nasser D. Khalili Collection of 
Islamic Art. London.
Inv. nos. JLY1853 & JLY1854.
Photo after: Vrieze (ed.), 1999. 
Page 269. Plate 259. 
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4.Selkets’children are born in a thin membrane, and when she liberates them they cling 
on her back where they develop by tripling in volume without taking in any food, 
other by osmosis (Lmy 1981: 94a).

This quality of her is our interest as it deciphers the fertility iconography associated with 
Selket. Nowadays, this quality of Selket is proved to be based on actual observations on 
scorpions circles of life in nature in Ancient Egypt. The modern research in biology 
shows that her way is the common way to grow up the new born scorpions by the female 
scorpion, who do that alone, as quoted from Wikipedia and clearly shown in Fig. 19:

“Unlikethemajorityofarachnidspecies,scorpionsareviviparous.Theyoungare 
bornonebyone,andthebroodiscarriedaboutonitsmother’sbackuntiltheyoung 
haveundergoneatleastonemolt.Beforethefirstmolt,scorpionscannotsurvive 
naturallywithoutthemother,sincetheydependonherforprotectionandtoregulate 
theirmoisturelevels.Especiallyinspecieswhichdisplaymoreadvancedsociability, 
theyoung/motherassociationcancontinueforanextendedperiodoftime.Thesizeof 
thelitterdependsonthespeciesandenvironmentalfactors,andcanrangefromtwoto 
overahundredscorpions.Theaveragelitterhowever,consistsofaround8scorpions.

Fig. 16Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
The scorpion’s tail raised up ready to sting with its 
sting at the end of the venom gland at the end of  
the tail.
Fresco painting – a detail.
Green, Red colors. White plaster.
Photo after: Lmy 1981:56.

Fig. 17Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
Selket is one of the four goddess (Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys) 
who surrounded the shrine containing Tutankhamun’s canopic 
equipment. Here she is shown by herself out of that context.
Wood statue covered with gold foil.
Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Egypt.
Photo after: Stoddert & Holt & Hudson 1976. Plate 25. 
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Jews. At the first quarter of the eighteenth century its population was reduced by a series 
of natural disasters and military attacks, as Jews were easy target to kill, since Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab was an open place, not surrounded by walls as Ṣan‛ā was (Fig. 15). In spite of 
that, the Jewish community at Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab recovered. Carsten Niebuhr had reported 
that in July 1763, when being there, the Jewish community had 2,000 inhabitants, which 
meant that since the first half of the eighteenth century, the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab had gradually become a preferable market segment for Jewish silversmiths. 

That was already the actual situation upon the nomination of Rabbi Yihye Zaluh  
 as the supreme leader of the Jewish Court in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in 1758 רבי יחיא צאלח

Fig. 15	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside the walls of Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.

	 A map done by Carsten Niebuhr. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab is shown at the bottom of the map where its name  
“Bir el Assab” was written. 

	 July 1763.
	 Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab & Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	 Black-white etching.
	 Map after: Klein-Franke Aviva, Carsten Niebuhr and the First Scientific Expedition to South Arabia.  

[In Hebrew]. Fe‛amim 18 (1984): 86. [In Hebrew].
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Humat al-aqrab – Scorpion’s Venom 

The Judeo-Arabic documents of the Jewish Classical Cairo Geniza Community (ninth –
twelfth centuries) are an important source of information for Fatimid and Ayyubid 
jewellery (Jenkins 1997: 418c–421a). The connections between Jews of Yemen and the 
Cairo Geniza Community are well known, on the background of the east-west trade, 
religious connections and Yemen as a favored place for Jews to live at the time.23For 
example, the Jew from Tunis, Abraham ben Yijū, who had established and run a factory 
for bronze in India (1132–1149), stayed in Yemen for some years.

Our interest is in the Aswira(pl.) bracelets mentioned in the dowry he had prepared 
to his daughter.24The reason for that is that another document described Humat al-
aqrab– “Scorpion’s Venom” as a Siwar (s.) bracelet.25It was a gold Siwar, weighed 
around 230 grams and worth 43 gold dinars. That means that – “Scorpion’s Venom” was 
a dominant and very expensive type of bracelet that one can not ignore. On that basis 
we may assume thatAswirawere common in both Yemen and the Cairo Geniza com-
munity, not only as a dowry item, but also in the frame of practice medicine and/or 

Fig. 11Scorpion as a zodiac sign – a detail.

Brass tray inlaid with silver. 
Inscribed with the name of the Rasulid Sultan of Yemen Muayyad 
Dawud (r. 1296–1321).
This scorpion is from the central roundel of the tray containing 
representations of the seven planets and the twelve signs of the Zodiac. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Edward C. Moore 
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 891(91.1.605).
Diameter: 70cm.
Condition: Nowadays, the silver of the scorpion is off. Only the chiseled 
preparations work in the brass for the silver foils is shown and present 
the scorpion.
Photographed by Warren Bennett.
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 

Baessler–Archiv, Band 57 (2009)	 91

sympathetic magic to cure scorpion stings. Such practice is well known in Islamic 
jewellery (Hasson 1987: 9 n.19).

Nowadays, the main problem is how to recognize this type of “Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelet out of bracelets that had survived from the time? I tried to conduct such re-
search, on the basis of the art formula of the Rasulid scorpion mentioned above. To the 
best of my judgment, I find it to be a combination of a big triangle or a pair of triangles 
to present the venom gland and / or the body of the scorpion and a round hollow tube 
and / or a jointed tube to present its erected tail, as well as, the bracelet itself (Figs. 11, 
3). Indeed, such type exists (Figs. 12 –14). I found, at least, six variations of the type in 
gold and silver, most of them in museums. As for example, in The L.A. Mayer Museum 
for Islamic Art, Jerusalem, State of Israel, which has few in gold and few in silver in 
varied techniques.26 The similarity, but yet variety, indicates that Humat al-aqrab – 
“Scorpion’s Venom” whose feature is the big triangular couplet on the top, was a very 
well known type of bracelet at the time in the milieu of Islamic hollow tube bracelet 
among Jews and Muslim as well. 

On this background, it is important to know that Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law, which is the legal document that had fixed all the rules at the silver market 
(suq al-fiddah) in the suq in Ṣan‛ā that the Zaydi Imams had installed at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century (Serjeant R.B., al-Akwa 1983: 184a, n. 63). It is therefore 
clear that the scorpion bracelets were in use in Yemen in the past and the Zaydi Imams 
had continued that type in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as it was known and popular. The fact that 
Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, means that the scorpion bracelets were 
officially produced in suq al-fiddah (the silver market) in Ṣan‛ā at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century. It is therefore surprising, that the name Asawir is not mentioned in 
Jewish records that survived from the eighteenth century. Also, that Jewish tube brace-
lets that survived from Ṣan‛ā from the eighteenth century do not have any triangle 
plaque or a couplet of such (Berger 2005: 107–111, 117–122). Some explanation is 
needed, therefore, on the relationship between the Jewish silversmith and Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ 
Law (Chapter one in http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

The focus of Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ Law was law and economy. No limitations were made on 
Jewish silversmiths regarding art models. That was valid for Jewish silversmiths work-
ing in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab for Jews exclusively, as well as, for Jewish silversmiths working 
for Muslims in suq al-fiddah in the suq in Ṣan‛ā. It should be emphasized that Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law was more flexible than the Ottoman Law, which was the law before the 
Zaydi Law. The Ottoman controlled Yemen from Ṣan‛ā for a hundred years (1538/9 – 
1629) and forced the Ottoman Law on Yemen. As part of that law they had limited sil-
versmiths work only in the market (suq). That was for the sake of supervision on the 
precious metals – gold and silver – as it is known from such law in the goldsmiths mar-
ket in Jerusalem under their control (Cohen 1982).

However, as Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law – the new law of the Zaydi imams – had no restric-
tions neither on the work place, nor on art models, Jewish silversmiths were free to use 
any art sources they wished. Therefore it is clear that, as Jews were not permitted to live 
in towns in Yemen from 1680 on, as a decree going with the “reverse” of “Mawz’a 
Exile” decree, and therefore had to established themselves in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside 
Ṣan‛ā, suq al-fiddah in Ṣan‛ā was not attractive for them any more, neither for work 
purposes nor to buy jewellery (Fig. 15). Only the trip from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab to suq 
al-fiddah and back took about four hours walking. In addition, as Ṣan‛ā was a commer-
cial town, money had to be paid in order to enter the gates, each time. 

As Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law did not limit silversmiths to suq al-fiddah only, there was no 
limitation on Jewish silversmiths to work in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in theirs homes. Gradually, 
Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had turned out to be the exclusive place of business for Jewish silver-
smiths regarding Jewish needs. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had started in 1680 with about 1,000 
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jewellery in the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 

It also explains, why “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” had replaced the earlier very well 
known fertility symbol in Jewish thought – a hen and a chicken. The Babylonian Tal-
mud presents the Jewish habit of the Talmud period to present a pair of a hen and a 
chicken before the bride and the groom, telling them to be fruitful and multiply like a 
hen and a chicken and fulfill the Jewish commandment to procreate (Babylonian Tal-
mud, Gittin, 57a).

The iconography of a hen and a chicken is corroborated by all the Hebrew illumi-
nated marriage contracts (Ketubbot) (pl.) from the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab 
(Berger 2005: 94). The most relevant is the Ketubah (s.) of the elite bride Ruma bint 
Abraham ben Salim al-Sheikh al-Lawi from 1794, now, in The Israel Museum, Jerusa-
lem. It shows in the center, a chicken going to be released in front of the bride and the 
groom (Muchawsky-Schnapper 2000: 178).

In Jewish thought, the scorpion was used also as an antidote to cure eye illness. The 
Jewish Talmud gives orders how to use ashes of specific old scorpion in very small 
dozes as a medicine for the eyes, as well as against blindness (Babylonian Talmud, Git-
tin, 69a). The orders are very specific and lot of care was made on the small and exact 
proportions, including a warn that an extra doze will make a harm. That was mixed with 
Kohl. Firstly, the one eye was painted with a very little amount. Later on, the second eye 
was painted. That medicine to cure eye illnesses was very well known in Gā‛ bīr al-
‛azab among Jews and still known in the State of Israel, by few old women, originated 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab, who used it there. Nowadays, the medical value of the venom as 
antidote is researched in the frame of modern medicine (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Scorpion_toxin).

Selket

I’ll precede and say that there is no intention, what so ever, to make a direct connection 
between Selket, the scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt, and “al-Shabazi’s scorpion”. 
However, as she holds the iconography of fertility / infertility & curing scorpion’s stings 
& the scorpion is her emblem (placed on her head), she is a cultural prototype to our 
subject (Fig. 16). As far as I know, only she holds the three and therefore she might shed 
light on “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as fertility brand, in spite of the huge gape of time be-
tween Shalom (Salim)al-Shabazi and Selket.

Selket’s qualities in Ancient Egypt are many and here is only four:

1.	She was one of the four female goddess – Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys – that had 
a major protective role in the rebirth process of the Pharaoh, as perfectly shown in the 
tomb of Tutankhamun (1334 –1325 B.C.) of the Eightieth Dynasty of the New King-
dom (revealed by Howard Carter in 1922) (Fig. 17). 

2.	She was chiefly noted for her control of magic and, in particular, for treating scorpion 
stings by means of magic / medicine. Her priests dealt with medicine / magic – two 
sides of the same thing at the time.

3.	Childbirth and nursing were two human activities with which she was associated.
	Because of her maternal vigilance, she was often assimilated to the goddess Isis the 

goddess of fertility and motherhood. On the other hand, as clearly shown by Capel & 
Markoe, Isis, who is usually shown nursing Osiris the infant, is shown also with the 
scorpion emblem of Selket placed on her head (Capel & Markoe 1996: 128 /60). On 
the other hand, some artifacts, as for example a bronze scepter head, shows the scor-
pion with the well known Isis’s face (Fig. 18) .

94	 Berger, The Scorpion

(known after his death as MaHaRiTZ). He set out rules on the issue of the separation of 
the Jewish silversmith market from the Muslim market segment, here and there by 
Jewish silversmiths. Not only that he was an extraordinary religious personality, also he 
was a silversmiths, as in Yemen, public servants in the Jewish community made living 
from their work, after the ruling of Maimonides.

The target of his ruling was that the separation must be total, to prevent any involve-
ments of any kind by Muslims in silversmith work for Jews. As his ruling was synchro-
nized with Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, he assured that no Jewish silversmith mistakenly would 
violate Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. Such violation meant a collective punishment against the 
Jewish community, as that was the way of the Zaydi Imams.

As far as I know there is no comparative research juxtaposing Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law (in 
Yemenite-Arabic script) with the ruling of MaHaRiTZ (in Judeo-Yemenite script). His 
ruling was documented in al-Mswade אלמסוודה – the documentation of the Jewish Court 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century in Judeo-Yemenite script. His ruling be-
came the law in the Jewish community all over Yemen not only in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab. His 
law was the law for all Jews of Yemen all along the two hundred years from 1758 up till 
the big waves of Jews living Yemen to the State of Israel in ca. 1950. His ruling, of a 
total separation, shaped the Jewish silversmith in Yemen from 1758 till 1950. Therefore, 
it is clear that Jewish silversmiths in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century had 
compiled the techniques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, but not Islamic iconograpy. 
My Ph. D. dissertation had proved the existence of fourteen different types of jewellery 
owned by the Jewish bride in the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab and Radā‛ (a 
town south to Ṣan‛ā) (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/). All of them had shown tech-
niques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. However, the survived jewellery show other 
techniques not mentioned at all in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as well. 

From the point of view of Jewish iconography, Jewish tube bracelets in the eight-
eenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab gained a new iconography. That had happened as result 
of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ, as well as, the influence of Indian tube bracelets, which 
have no triangle at all. Thus, as result of strong connections between Jews of Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab with the Yemenite Jewish community in India who used the religious services 
of MaHaRiTZ (Berger 2005: 247– 252). 

Four points emerge from this. First, the scorpion had a past in Yemen not only as a 
Zodiac sign, but also in jewellery. Second, the iconography of the scorpion in Yemen in 
jewellery was not in the frame of fertility but to cure scorpion stings. Third, the revival 
of the iconography of the scorpion in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries is new, as well as, its switching from curing scorpion stings to cure infertility. 
Fourth, though the triangle was the dominant Art formula feature of the scorpion, in 
general and in tube bracelets in particular in the Middle Ages, this feature had been 
eliminated from Jewish tube bracelets in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century, as 
result of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ and the influence of the Indian tube bracelet type 
which has no triangle at all.

Scorpion and Cure

Jewish thinking is very specific in defining the dangerous situations in life that need 
“Preservation and Strengthening”, שימור  . In the Jewish Talmud it said that there are 
three who need “Preservation”. These are: 

“who ever is ill, a groom and a bride” (Babylonian Talmud, Blessings, 54b).

This explains, on the background of the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz to al-Shabazi’s grave, why 
“al-Shabazi’s scorpion” was adopted as a fertility symbol in Yemen and implied in 
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90 Berger, The Scorpion

Humat al-aqrab – Scorpion’s Venom 

The Judeo-Arabic documents of the Jewish Classical Cairo Geniza Community (ninth –
twelfth centuries) are an important source of information for Fatimid and Ayyubid 
jewellery (Jenkins 1997: 418c –421a). The connections between Jews of Yemen and the 
Cairo Geniza Community are well known, on the background of the east-west trade, 
religious connections and Yemen as a favored place for Jews to live at the time.23 For 
example, the Jew from Tunis, Abraham ben Yijū, who had established and run a factory 
for bronze in India (1132–1149), stayed in Yemen for some years.

Our interest is in the Aswira (pl.) bracelets mentioned in the dowry he had prepared 
to his daughter.24 The reason for that is that another document described Humat al-
aqrab – “Scorpion’s Venom” as a Siwar (s.) bracelet.25 It was a gold Siwar, weighed 
around 230 grams and worth 43 gold dinars. That means that – “Scorpion’s Venom” was 
a dominant and very expensive type of bracelet that one can not ignore. On that basis 
we may assume that Aswira were common in both Yemen and the Cairo Geniza com-
munity, not only as a dowry item, but also in the frame of practice medicine and /or 

Fig. 11 Scorpion as a zodiac sign – a detail.

Brass tray inlaid with silver. 
Inscribed with the name of the Rasulid Sultan of Yemen Muayyad 
Dawud (r. 1296–1321).
This scorpion is from the central roundel of the tray containing 
representations of the seven planets and the twelve signs of the Zodiac. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Edward C. Moore 
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 891(91.1.605).
Diameter: 70cm.
Condition: Nowadays, the silver of the scorpion is off. Only the chiseled 
preparations work in the brass for the silver foils is shown and present 
the scorpion.
Photographed by Warren Bennett.
Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 

Baessler–Archiv, Band 57 (2009)	91

sympathetic magic to cure scorpion stings. Such practice is well known in Islamic 
jewellery (Hasson 1987: 9 n.19).

Nowadays, the main problem is how to recognize this type of “Scorpion’s Venom” 
bracelet out of bracelets that had survived from the time? I tried to conduct such re-
search, on the basis of the art formula of the Rasulid scorpion mentioned above. To the 
best of my judgment, I find it to be a combination of a big triangle or a pair of triangles 
to present the venom gland and / or the body of the scorpion and a round hollow tube 
and / or a jointed tube to present its erected tail, as well as, the bracelet itself (Figs. 11, 
3). Indeed, such type exists (Figs. 12 –14). I found, at least, six variations of the type in 
gold and silver, most of them in museums. As for example, in The L.A. Mayer Museum 
for Islamic Art, Jerusalem, State of Israel, which has few in gold and few in silver in 
varied techniques.26 The similarity, but yet variety, indicates that Humat al-aqrab – 
“Scorpion’s Venom” whose feature is the big triangular couplet on the top, was a very 
well known type of bracelet at the time in the milieu of Islamic hollow tube bracelet 
among Jews and Muslim as well. 

On this background, it is important to know that Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law, which is the legal document that had fixed all the rules at the silver market 
(suq al-fiddah) in the suq in Ṣan‛ā that the Zaydi Imams had installed at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century (Serjeant R.B., al-Akwa 1983: 184a, n. 63). It is therefore 
clear that the scorpion bracelets were in use in Yemen in the past and the Zaydi Imams 
had continued that type in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as it was known and popular. The fact that 
Asawir are mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, means that the scorpion bracelets were 
officially produced in suq al-fiddah (the silver market) in Ṣan‛ā at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century. It is therefore surprising, that the name Asawir is not mentioned in 
Jewish records that survived from the eighteenth century. Also, that Jewish tube brace-
lets that survived from Ṣan‛ā from the eighteenth century do not have any triangle 
plaque or a couplet of such (Berger 2005: 107–111, 117–122). Some explanation is 
needed, therefore, on the relationship between the Jewish silversmith and Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ 
Law (Chapter one in http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/).

The focus of Qānūn Ṣan‛ā’ Law was law and economy. No limitations were made on 
Jewish silversmiths regarding art models. That was valid for Jewish silversmiths work-
ing in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab for Jews exclusively, as well as, for Jewish silversmiths working 
for Muslims in suq al-fiddah in the suq in Ṣan‛ā. It should be emphasized that Qānūn 
Ṣan‛ā Law was more flexible than the Ottoman Law, which was the law before the 
Zaydi Law. The Ottoman controlled Yemen from Ṣan‛ā for a hundred years (1538/9 – 
1629) and forced the Ottoman Law on Yemen. As part of that law they had limited sil-
versmiths work only in the market (suq). That was for the sake of supervision on the 
precious metals – gold and silver – as it is known from such law in the goldsmiths mar-
ket in Jerusalem under their control (Cohen 1982).

However, as Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law – the new law of the Zaydi imams – had no restric-
tions neither on the work place, nor on art models, Jewish silversmiths were free to use 
any art sources they wished. Therefore it is clear that, as Jews were not permitted to live 
in towns in Yemen from 1680 on, as a decree going with the “reverse” of “Mawz’a 
Exile” decree, and therefore had to established themselves in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside 
Ṣan‛ā, suq al-fiddah in Ṣan‛ā was not attractive for them any more, neither for work 
purposes nor to buy jewellery (Fig. 15). Only the trip from Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab to suq 
al-fiddah and back took about four hours walking. In addition, as Ṣan‛ā was a commer-
cial town, money had to be paid in order to enter the gates, each time. 

As Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law did not limit silversmiths to suq al-fiddah only, there was no 
limitation on Jewish silversmiths to work in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in theirs homes. Gradually, 
Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had turned out to be the exclusive place of business for Jewish silver-
smiths regarding Jewish needs. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab had started in 1680 with about 1,000 
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jewellery in the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 

It also explains, why “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” had replaced the earlier very well 
known fertility symbol in Jewish thought – a hen and a chicken. The Babylonian Tal-
mud presents the Jewish habit of the Talmud period to present a pair of a hen and a 
chicken before the bride and the groom, telling them to be fruitful and multiply like a 
hen and a chicken and fulfill the Jewish commandment to procreate (Babylonian Tal-
mud, Gittin, 57a).

The iconography of a hen and a chicken is corroborated by all the Hebrew illumi-
nated marriage contracts (Ketubbot) (pl.) from the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab 
(Berger 2005: 94). The most relevant is the Ketubah (s.) of the elite bride Ruma bint 
Abraham ben Salim al-Sheikh al-Lawi from 1794, now, in The Israel Museum, Jerusa-
lem. It shows in the center, a chicken going to be released in front of the bride and the 
groom (Muchawsky-Schnapper 2000: 178).

In Jewish thought, the scorpion was used also as an antidote to cure eye illness. The 
Jewish Talmud gives orders how to use ashes of specific old scorpion in very small 
dozes as a medicine for the eyes, as well as against blindness (Babylonian Talmud, Git-
tin, 69a). The orders are very specific and lot of care was made on the small and exact 
proportions, including a warn that an extra doze will make a harm. That was mixed with 
Kohl. Firstly, the one eye was painted with a very little amount. Later on, the second eye 
was painted. That medicine to cure eye illnesses was very well known in Gā‛ bīr al-
‛azab among Jews and still known in the State of Israel, by few old women, originated 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab, who used it there. Nowadays, the medical value of the venom as 
antidote is researched in the frame of modern medicine (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Scorpion_toxin).

Selket

I’ll precede and say that there is no intention, what so ever, to make a direct connection 
between Selket, the scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt, and “al-Shabazi’s scorpion”. 
However, as she holds the iconography of fertility / infertility & curing scorpion’s stings 
& the scorpion is her emblem (placed on her head), she is a cultural prototype to our 
subject (Fig. 16). As far as I know, only she holds the three and therefore she might shed 
light on “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as fertility brand, in spite of the huge gape of time be-
tween Shalom (Salim)al-Shabazi and Selket.

Selket’s qualities in Ancient Egypt are many and here is only four:

1.	She was one of the four female goddess – Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys – that had 
a major protective role in the rebirth process of the Pharaoh, as perfectly shown in the 
tomb of Tutankhamun (1334 –1325 B.C.) of the Eightieth Dynasty of the New King-
dom (revealed by Howard Carter in 1922) (Fig. 17). 

2.	She was chiefly noted for her control of magic and, in particular, for treating scorpion 
stings by means of magic / medicine. Her priests dealt with medicine / magic – two 
sides of the same thing at the time.

3.	Childbirth and nursing were two human activities with which she was associated.
	 Because of her maternal vigilance, she was often assimilated to the goddess Isis the 

goddess of fertility and motherhood. On the other hand, as clearly shown by Capel & 
Markoe, Isis, who is usually shown nursing Osiris the infant, is shown also with the 
scorpion emblem of Selket placed on her head (Capel & Markoe 1996: 128 /60). On 
the other hand, some artifacts, as for example a bronze scepter head, shows the scor-
pion with the well known Isis’s face (Fig. 18) .
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(known after his death as MaHaRiTZ). He set out rules on the issue of the separation of 
the Jewish silversmith market from the Muslim market segment, here and there by 
Jewish silversmiths. Not only that he was an extraordinary religious personality, also he 
was a silversmiths, as in Yemen, public servants in the Jewish community made living 
from their work, after the ruling of Maimonides.

The target of his ruling was that the separation must be total, to prevent any involve-
ments of any kind by Muslims in silversmith work for Jews. As his ruling was synchro-
nized with Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, he assured that no Jewish silversmith mistakenly would 
violate Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. Such violation meant a collective punishment against the 
Jewish community, as that was the way of the Zaydi Imams.

As far as I know there is no comparative research juxtaposing Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law (in 
Yemenite-Arabic script) with the ruling of MaHaRiTZ (in Judeo-Yemenite script). His 
ruling was documented in al-Mswade אלמסוודה – the documentation of the Jewish Court 
in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century in Judeo-Yemenite script. His ruling be-
came the law in the Jewish community all over Yemen not only in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab. His 
law was the law for all Jews of Yemen all along the two hundred years from 1758 up till 
the big waves of Jews living Yemen to the State of Israel in ca. 1950. His ruling, of a 
total separation, shaped the Jewish silversmith in Yemen from 1758 till 1950. Therefore, 
it is clear that Jewish silversmiths in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century had 
compiled the techniques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, but not Islamic iconograpy. 
My Ph. D. dissertation had proved the existence of fourteen different types of jewellery 
owned by the Jewish bride in the eighteenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab and Radā‛ (a 
town south to Ṣan‛ā) (http://www.oraberger.co.il/phd/). All of them had shown tech-
niques mentioned in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law. However, the survived jewellery show other 
techniques not mentioned at all in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as well. 

From the point of view of Jewish iconography, Jewish tube bracelets in the eight-
eenth century in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab gained a new iconography. That had happened as result 
of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ, as well as, the influence of Indian tube bracelets, which 
have no triangle at all. Thus, as result of strong connections between Jews of Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab with the Yemenite Jewish community in India who used the religious services 
of MaHaRiTZ (Berger 2005: 247– 252). 

Four points emerge from this. First, the scorpion had a past in Yemen not only as a 
Zodiac sign, but also in jewellery. Second, the iconography of the scorpion in Yemen in 
jewellery was not in the frame of fertility but to cure scorpion stings. Third, the revival 
of the iconography of the scorpion in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries is new, as well as, its switching from curing scorpion stings to cure infertility. 
Fourth, though the triangle was the dominant Art formula feature of the scorpion, in 
general and in tube bracelets in particular in the Middle Ages, this feature had been 
eliminated from Jewish tube bracelets in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the eighteenth century, as 
result of the ruling of MaHaRiTZ and the influence of the Indian tube bracelet type 
which has no triangle at all.

Scorpion and Cure

Jewish thinking is very specific in defining the dangerous situations in life that need 
“Preservation and Strengthening”, שימור  . In the Jewish Talmud it said that there are 
three who need “Preservation”. These are: 

“who ever is ill, a groom and a bride” (Babylonian Talmud, Blessings, 54b).

This explains, on the background of the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz to al-Shabazi’s grave, why 
“al-Shabazi’s scorpion” was adopted as a fertility symbol in Yemen and implied in 
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Pentateuch in the same style – a double lined black ink star.17 On the other hand, the six 
pointed star is a known emblem in Ta‘izz after the Ayyubid who had ruled Yemen from 
Ta‘izz (r. 1173 –1229). The six pointed star is on Ayyubid coins and circulated in Ta‘izz 
at the time.18 On Ayyubid coins the six pointed star is double lined and therefore we may 
safely assume it is the prototype of south Yemen. However, it should be mentioned that 
the six pointed star is already on Fatimid coins, as well as, in the Jewish classical Cairo 
Geniza community (ninth – twelfth centuries) records and art, including “Angles Script” 
and carpet pages of Hebrew illuminated bibles. Hence the six pointed star in Islamic art 
is definitely earlier to the Ayyubid six pointed star. It might be known in Aden and in 
south Yemen before the Ayyubid via the east-west trade of which Aden was a very im-
portant port.

The Rasulid, the successors of the Ayyubid in Yemen, also ruled Yemen from Ta‘izz 
(r. 1229 –1454). One of their earlier emblem shows a big circle comprising painted 
triangles in a very sharp contrasted colors. The emblem is shown on a glass vessel with 
the name of the Rasulid Sultan al-Ashraf Umar (r. 1295 –1296), now in Victoria & Al-
bert Museum, London.19 The six pointed star of Shalom al-Shabazi is an echo to that 
feature. He had created the Rasulid effect, by painting the four triangles full with black 
ink, yet leaving the other two in the natural color of the paper (Fig.10). 

Three points emerge from this. First, Ayyubid and Rasulid art models were still 
dominant in Ta‘izz in 1678. Second, it is hard to draw the line between Jewish art  
and Islamic art at the time in Ta‘izz. Third, the triangle was a dominant art formula in 
Ta‘izz. 

The Rasulid scorpion

The research shows the Rasulid art as a “Renaissance” in Yemen, based on imported art 
and artists, but not entirely.20 Astronomy was a favored science and an important subject 
in art under their rule.21 Astronomy is the subject of the large brass tray made for the 
Rasulid Sultan Muayyad Dawud (r. 1296 –1321), now, in The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. On this brass tray, the scorpion is shown as the well known Zodiac sign 
of the scorpion.22 

As a zodiac sign, the scorpion is defined and presented on this tray encircled with a 
round medallion and as such presented as a blazon (Fig. 11). Originally, it had been 
executed as silver foils inlay in the brass. Nowadays the silver foils are off and only the 
preparation work in the brass, which had been done at the time in order to fix the foils 
into the brass, shows the Rasulid art formula. Being a Zodiac sign, the scorpion must 
have been easily recognized and therefore some naturalism had to be kept. 

However, the dominant feature of the Rasulid scorpion, here, is its presentation as a 
triangle composition. Its erected tail is emphasized here by its well known triangular 
poison gland at the end of the jointed tail (Figs. 11, 3). The body and the four pairs of 
legs create a very big triangle composition, over half of the size of the medallion. This 
triangular composition looks as intentionally exaggerated. Probably, as the tray was 
functional and was seen from some distance, i.e., the scorpion is shown here in short-
ened wag. That indicates that the designer was an expert who perfectly understood not 
only the function of this tray, but also the traditional way to present the astronomy sub-
ject, including shortening. The focus on the triangle and its big size regarding the dis-
tance from which it would be actually seen, is not surprising, as geometry was dominant 
in Islamic art since the ninth century, as result of science – art relationships (Livio 2003: 
98 –101). The Rasulid scorpion clearly shows that. 

The questions which arise are: How important is the triangle as art formula of the 
scorpion in jewellery in medieval Yemen? Was it an artistic traditional representation? 
Or, was it a random presentation only?
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Fig. 12Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & niellow.
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top represent the venom gland of 
the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 5cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Harari Collection, J204 & 
J205.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 13Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid silver tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & granulation. 
Two big triangular plaques on the 
top with granulation represent the 
venom gland of the scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. 
Tenth– eleventh century.
Diameter (inner): 5 cm.
State of Israel. L.A. Mayer Memo-
rial Institute for Islamic Art, Jeru-
salem. Inv. nos. J1282 & J283.
Courtesy of L.A. Mayer Memorial 
Institute for Islamic Art, Jerusa-
lem.

Fig. 14Humat al-aqrab – “Scorpion’s 
Venom”.

Solid gold tube bracelets (hollow) 
pair & filigree. Granulation.
Two big triangular plaques with 
filigree and granulation on the top 
represent the venom gland of the 
scorpion.
Fatimid. Syria or Egypt. Eleventh 
century.
Diameter: 9.2 & 8.8cm, respec-
tively.
Nasser D. Khalili Collection of 
Islamic Art. London.
Inv. nos. JLY1853 & JLY1854.
Photo after: Vrieze (ed.), 1999. 
Page 269. Plate 259. 
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4. Selkets’ children are born in a thin membrane, and when she liberates them they cling 
on her back where they develop by tripling in volume without taking in any food, 
other by osmosis (Lmy 1981: 94a).

This quality of her is our interest as it deciphers the fertility iconography associated with 
Selket. Nowadays, this quality of Selket is proved to be based on actual observations on 
scorpions circles of life in nature in Ancient Egypt. The modern research in biology 
shows that her way is the common way to grow up the new born scorpions by the female 
scorpion, who do that alone, as quoted from Wikipedia and clearly shown in Fig. 19:

“Unlike the majority of arachnid species, scorpions are viviparous. The young are 
born one by one, and the brood is carried about on its mother’s back until the young 
have undergone at least one molt. Before the first molt, scorpions cannot survive 
naturally without the mother, since they depend on her for protection and to regulate 
their moisture levels. Especially in species which display more advanced sociability, 
the young/mother association can continue for an extended period of time. The size of 
the litter depends on the species and environmental factors, and can range from two to 
over a hundred scorpions. The average litter however, consists of around 8 scorpions.

Fig. 16 Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
The scorpion’s tail raised up ready to sting with its 
sting at the end of the venom gland at the end of  
the tail.
Fresco painting – a detail.
Green, Red colors. White plaster.
Photo after: Lmy 1981:56.

Fig. 17 Selket – the Scorpion goddess of Ancient Egypt.

Her emblem – the scorpion – is placed on her head.
Selket is one of the four goddess (Selket, Isis, Neith and Nepthys) 
who surrounded the shrine containing Tutankhamun’s canopic 
equipment. Here she is shown by herself out of that context.
Wood statue covered with gold foil.
Egyptian Museum, Cairo, Egypt.
Photo after: Stoddert & Holt & Hudson 1976. Plate 25. 
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Jews. At the first quarter of the eighteenth century its population was reduced by a series 
of natural disasters and military attacks, as Jews were easy target to kill, since Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab was an open place, not surrounded by walls as Ṣan‛ā was (Fig. 15). In spite of 
that, the Jewish community at Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab recovered. Carsten Niebuhr had reported 
that in July 1763, when being there, the Jewish community had 2,000 inhabitants, which 
meant that since the first half of the eighteenth century, the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr 
al-‛azab had gradually become a preferable market segment for Jewish silversmiths. 

That was already the actual situation upon the nomination of Rabbi Yihye Zaluh  
 as the supreme leader of the Jewish Court in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in 1758 רבי יחיא צאלח

Fig. 15	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab outside the walls of Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.

	A map done by Carsten Niebuhr. Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab is shown at the bottom of the map where its name  
“Bir el Assab” was written. 

	July 1763.
	Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab & Ṣan‛ā, Yemen.
	Black-white etching.
	Map after: Klein-Franke Aviva, Carsten Niebuhr and the First Scientific Expedition to South Arabia.  

[In Hebrew]. Fe‛amim 18 (1984): 86. [In Hebrew].
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Karte:	Das Zwischenseengebiet mit den südlichen ugandischen Königtümern. (Aus: Brian K. Taylor, The Western Lacustrine Bantu, 
London 1922).
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2	Staatl. Museen zu Berlin-
Preußischer Kulturbesitz, 
Ethnologisches Museum  
I B 17 Afrika E 617/97  
Bl. 191, I B 17 Afrika E 
550/97 Bl. 192 u. I B 17 
Afrika E 617/97 Bl. 208 
(künftig abgekürzt:  
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3	Kandt 1904 a: 249. Seinen 
Wohnsitz benannte er 
nach dem Berchtesga
dener Haus des ihm noch 
eng befreundeten, damals 
sehr bekannten Schrift
stellers Richard Voss.

4	SMB-PK, EM I B 21 
Afrika E 698/99 Bl. 181.

erschlossenheit, überdies „von Arabern und Küstenleuten mit seltsamen Gerüchten ver-
schleiert“ (R. Kandt), haben dazu geführt, dass das Gebiet erst Ende des 19. Jahrhun-
derts von Reisenden und Wissenschaftlern erkundet und vermessen wurde. Es waren 
zunächst vornehmlich britische Forscher, die, auf der Suche nach den Quellen des Nils, 
in das Zwischenseengebiet eindrangen, doch nachdem das Deutsche Reich 1891 die 
Verwaltung des „Schutzgebietes Deutsch-Ostafrika“ mit Daressalam als Hauptstadt 
übernommen hatte, eröffnete sich auch deutschen Wissenschaftlern und Forschungsrei-
senden ein neues Erkundungsfeld. Nicht wenige von ihnen waren Militärs. Insbesonde-
re die geologischen Besonderheiten des Gebietes im ostafrikanischen Hochland, sodann 
auch die ethnologischen, zogen die Aufmerksamkeit der Deutschen auf sich.1 Zu den 
deutschen Forschern gehörten der Arzt Richard Kandt und der Offizier Karl Paul Koll-
mann, die beide durch den Direktor des Königlichen Museums für Völkerkunde in Ber-
lin, Felix von Luschan, unterstützt wurden.

Richard Kandt war am 17. Dezember 1867 in Posen geboren worden. Er entstammte 
der in mehrere Zweige verästelten alten jüdischen Kaufmanns- und Gelehrtenfamilie 
Kantorowicz, deren Namen die Männer seines Zweiges 1894 mit Rücksicht auf fortbe-
stehende nationale Gegensätze zwischen Deutschen und Polen ablegten. Im Jahr zuvor 
war Richard Kandt in Berlin zum Protestantismus konvertiert. Er studierte von 1888 bis 
1894 Medizin, wobei er sich auf die „Nervenheilkunde und Krankheiten des Gehirns“ 
spezialisierte. 1894 erhielt er die Approbation. Als Aushilfsarzt arbeitete er einige Zeit 
in der Kreisirrenanstalt Bayreuth, doch gab er diesen Beruf auf, denn er studierte noch 
einmal und zwar „afrikanische Sprachen und Geographie“ in Berlin. Der Italien-Lieb-
haber und Nietzsche-Leser scheint am dortigen Königlichen Museum für Völkerkunde 
ganz oder teilweise in Forschungstechniken eingewiesen worden zu sein. Vorbereitet 
durch ein Empfehlungsschreiben Felix von Luschans, dessen Hörer Kandt an der Uni-
versität war, an das Kaiserliche Gouvernement in Daressalam sowie den Kaiserlichen 
Gouverneur, von Wissmann, und versehen mit einem offenen Brief des Gouverneurs an 
„die Officiere des (belgischen, C. K.) Congo-Staates“ (zu dem große Teile Ruandas ge-
hörten)2 brach Kandt Anfang August 1897 im Alter von neunundzwanzig Jahren zu 
einer größeren Expedition mit 140 Trägern, 15 Bewaffneten, drei Führern und sieben 
„Boys“ von der Küstenstadt Bagamoyo, der Insel Zanzibar gegenüber gelegen, auf. 
Auch sein Ziel war, die Quellen des Nils zu finden. Im Oktober 1897 begann seine  
1. Expedition mit dem Ziel, ein Bild des Ugalla-Sindi-Laufes bis zu seiner Mündung in 
den Malagarassi zu erstellen. Sie dauerte bis Mitte Januar 1898. Ende Januar/Anfang 
Februar 1898 brach er zu seiner 2. Expedition auf, die ihn zum Zusammenfluss von 
Ruvuvu und Kagera führte. Dieses Mal war er ein gutes Dreivierteljahr unterwegs: Am 
6. September erreichte er Usumbura am Tanganjikasee. Dort blieb er bis Dezember, um 
am 20. d. M. von dort zum Kiwu-See aufzubrechen, dessen Westküste er bereiste. Die 
Reise am Westufer des Sees dauerte nahezu einen Monat. Am 27. März 1899 erreichte 
er schließlich den Russisi-Fluss. Nun gönnte er sich, nach hektischer Betriebsamkeit, 
eine Ruhepause, während der er im April 1899 „auf einem reichbesiedelten Kamm 
1700 m hoch unter einer herrlichen Baumgruppe“ auf einer Landzunge im südlichen 
Teil des Kiwu-Sees sein Dorf „Bergfrieden“ baute, „in dem ich in den folgenden Jahren 
noch manche schöne, aber auch bittere und traurige Stunden erleben sollte“, wie er im 
Januar 1902 schrieb.3 Im Juni 1899 teilte der Kaiserliche Gouverneur, von Liebert, mit, 
dass zehn Kisten „enthaltend ethnographische Gegenstände“ eingetroffen seien, von 
denen zwei Kisten Anfang August das Museum erreichten. Wie wichtig dem Museum 
die Sammeltätigkeit Kandts war, erhellt sich aus einer handschriftlichen Notiz v. Luschans:  
„ ... er möge doch sammeln, was er kriegen kann, und dann hier sehen, was er uns über-
lassen und was (er, C. K.) an andere Museen abgeben könne“4 sowie aus anhaltendem 
Schriftverkehr. Als Kandt ab Oktober 1897 fast ein Jahr lang geschwiegen hatte, – mas-
sive Geldnöte brachten ihn eine schier ausweglose Lage – schrieb ihm v. Luschan mah-
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40	 Assmann 2005: 20. Aus-
drücklich zählt Assmann 
auch das Essgeschirr zur 
Dingwelt.

Rudolf Virchow hatten Berlin zu einem Zentrum der „messenden Anthropologie“ ge-
macht. Doch ist der Hinweis v. Luschans insofern interessant als er gedeutet werden 
kann als kennzeichnende Haltung einer Oberschicht, die, sich im Besitze überlegener 
Werte glaubend, alles daran setzt, sich von den Beherrschten zu unterscheiden und so-
mit ihr Wertesystem aufrecht zu erhalten. Rinderzüchter bzw. Hirtenvölker sehen in 
Rindern einen besonderen, unterscheidenden Wert und pflegen der sesshaften bäuerli-
chen Bevölkerung mit Geringschätzung gegenüber zu treten. So hegen die – ebenfalls 
hamitischen – Masai, sofern sie noch der traditionellen Lebensweise anhängen, eine tief 
sitzende Abneigung gegen die Zerstörung der Grasnarbe, wie Bauern sie vornehmen, 
wenn sie Felder anlegen: denn das Gras ernährt ihre Rinder.

Diese Haltung einer Oberschicht kommt in Funktion und Form der Milchgefäße der 
Hima zum Ausdruck: Sie werden von Spezialisten in langwieriger Arbeit hergestellt, 
werden auf „Altären“ oder in Tragenetzen an herausgehobener Stelle im Haus aufbe-
wahrt, haben außergewöhnliche Formen, sind mit Tabus belegt und schon auf diese 
Weise herausgehoben aus dem alltäglichen Hausrat. Darüber hinaus erfüllen sie – neben 
der praktischen Funktion als Aufbewahrungs- oder Trinkgefäße – eine Funktion im ge-
sellschaftlichen Zusammenhang der Hima: Die Gefäße sind Teil ihrer Erinnerung. Der 
Mensch sei, konstatierte Jan Assmann, „seit alters von Dingen umgeben, in die er seine 
Vorstellungen von Zweckmäßigkeit, Bequemlichkeit und Schönheit, und damit in ge-
wisser Weise sich selbst investiert. Daher spiegeln die Dinge ihm ein Bild seiner selbst 
wider, erinnern ihn an sich, seine Vergangenheit, seine Vorfahren usw. Die Dingwelt, in 
der er lebt, hat einen Zeitindex, der mit der Gegenwart zugleich auch auf verschiedene 
Vergangenheitsschichten deutet.“40 Die Milchgefäße erinnern an die hervorragende Be-
deutung der Rinder, sie erinnern ihre Benutzer an eine lange Vergangenheit ihres Volkes 
und die Zugehörigkeit zu diesem Volk; sie spiegeln die Besonderheit der eigenen Eth-
nie, ihrer Mythen und ihrer Geschichte, kurz: ihre Überlegenheit wider. In der Mytho-
logie der Nyoro benutzt ruhanga, der Schöpfergott, Milchgefäße (kisahi), um die Söhne 
Nkyas – sozusagen des „Adams“ dieser afrikanischen Schöpfungsgeschichte – auf die 

Abb. 1a – c	Geflochtene Gefäßdeckel (mutemerre), Ruanda, 19. Jh.

	 „Der Becher ist aus schwarzen und weissen Bananenblattscheiden gemacht, der Stengel  
aus rumamfu-Gras und aus rotem Sorghumbast.“ (Kandt 1904: 353). Sammlung Kandt. 
Höhe: zw. 16,5 cm und 18,5 cm; Durchm.: ca. 7 cm und ca. 8 cm; Gewicht: zw. 16 und 21 gr. 
(Ethnologisches Museum Berlin, III E 9989, 9990, 9991). Foto: Martin Franken.
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The young generally resemble their parents. Growth is accomplished by periodic 
shedding of the exoskeleton (ecdysis). A scorpion’s developmental progress is mea
sured in instars (how many moults it has undergone). Scorpions typically require 
between five and seven moults to reach maturity. Moulting is effected by means of a 
split in the old exoskeleton which takes place just below the edge of the carapace (at 
the front of the prosoma). The scorpion then emerges from this split; the pedipalps 
and legs are first removed from the old exoskeleton, followed eventually by the meta-
soma. When it emerges, the scorpion’s new exoskeleton is soft, making the scorpion 
highly vulnerable to attack. The scorpion must constantly stretch while the new exo
skeleton hardens to ensure that it can move when the hardening is complete. The 
process of hardening is called sclerotization. The new exoskeleton does not fluo-
resce; as sclerotization occurs, the fluorescence gradually returns.” (http://en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Scorpion).

The common denominator to Ancient Egypt and Ta‘izz is the hot climate which is need-
ed for scorpions. As a rule, scorpions spend the hot hours in shaded places and go out 
for hunting and mating in nights. Hence, we can safely assume that such observation on 
scorpions and the knowledge gained of it, as mentioned above, was known in Ta‘izz, as 
well, and was not unique to Ancient Egypt only. 

It is therefore now clear, that al-Shabazi’s grave and the spring beside it was, and still 
is, an ideal territory for scorpions. As scorpions need flat and clean stone for mate, the 
many smooth and clean stones of the spring are ideal to mate (Fig. 20). As the female 
scorpion bears the just born scorpions on her back permanently, the water prevents de-
hydration of her and the little ones and provides her food, shade and protection at the 
same time (Figs. 19, 20). The bottom line is that the modern scientific research shows 
basic biological facts at the background of Erich Brauer’s research and its conclusion 
showing “al-Shabazi’s scorpion” as a symbol of fertility, as presented at the beginning 
of this article.

Is that so? It looks to me that facts alone are not enough to create a belief. On the 
other hand, al-Shabazi was known already in his life for curing people, Jews and Mus-
lims. He is noted for practical medicine, Kabbala, and knowledge that was excluded 
from the Jewish community and common by Muslims. It is therefore clear to me that 
al-Shabazi’s personality and reputation to cure people, had been merged with the knowl-
edge of Ta‘izz regarding scorpions and initiated the belief, the symbol and the phenom-

Fig. 18	 The scorpion.

	 The scorpion with 
the well known face 
of the goddess Isis’s.

	 Bronze scepter head. 
	 Photo after: Lmy 

1981. Page 94a.
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Holzgefäße des ostafrikanischen  
Zwischenseengebietes

CHRISTIAN KENNERT, Potsdam

Abstract. After ending their migration to the Great Lakes Area, estimated around 1500, the Hima 
(= Tutsi) established a supremacy, based on their culture as livestock herders. Milk containers 
played an important role in their myths and rituals. Wooden Hima containers, carefully carved 
and of special shape, express the “ethnic superiority” in terms of remembering the Hima as hav-
ing been “superior”. In some societies like the Nyoro kingdom in Uganda, they expressed the 
social distinction between the Hima and the Hutu, the indigenous agriculturists. The containers 
were also “holy” objects. Several of them, collected between 1895 and 1902 by two Germans, 
Richard Kandt and Karl Paul Kollmann, are part of the African collection of the Ethnological 
Museum Berlin and some of them are described in the article. The container shapes also show the 
impact of the Hima supremacy within the region: they “migrated”. Wooden containers act as 
cultural witnesses but also give an example of East African design.
[East Africa, Great Lakes Area, wooden containers, Hima supremacy, design]

Einleitung 

In den ethnologischen Sammlungen deutscher Museen befindet sich eine große Anzahl 
hölzerner Gefäße, die von Forschungsreisenden und Militärs in den afrikanischen Ko-
lonien gesammelt wurden. Das damalige Bestreben, umfassende ethnologische Samm-
lungen aus den neuen deutschen Gebieten anzulegen, bezog Gegenstände des täglichen 
Gebrauchs, also auch Gefäße, mit ein. Zu den schon früh nach Deutschland gekomme-
nen Gefäßen gehören jene, die von Richard Kandt und Karl Paul Kollmann in „Deutsch-
Ostafrika“ Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts gesammelt wurden. Sie befinden sich heute in den 
Beständen des Berliner Ethnologischen Museums. Kandt bereiste zwischen 1897 und 
1902 Ruanda, Burundi und angrenzende Gebiete, Kollmann von 1895 bis 1897 die 
Küstenregionen des Viktoriasees. Auf die Biographien beider Männer und ihre Bezie-
hungen zum Königlichen Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin, dem heutigen Ethnologi-
schen Museum, wird im Folgenden näher eingegangen.

In einem weiteren Abschnitt wird dann der kulturelle Zusammenhang beleuchtet, in 
dem die Gefäße stehen, die Kandt und Kollmann sammelten. Die Gefäße sind ein Beleg 
für einen Prozess der kulturellen Durchdringung der Region nach der Einwanderung 
der Hima und Chwezi, der sich über Jahrhunderte hinzog. Es wird deshalb in einem 
weiteren Abschnitt versucht, anhand der Gefäßformen eine „Formenwanderung“ nach-
zuvollziehen, die die Durchdringung belegt.

Im Übrigen wird der Frage nachgegangen, wer die Gefäße, insbesondere die Milch-
gefäße, schuf. Es zeigt sich, dass Spezialisten am Werk waren, doch ist über diese durch 
die Forscher von damals nichts festgehalten worden, was Auskunft über den „Schnitzer 
als Menschen“ und seine Lebensumstände geben würde. 

Richard Kandt und Karl Paul Kollmann

Die schwierigen geographischen Verhältnisse des Zwischenseengebietes – jener ostafri
kanischen Landschaft, die zwischen dem Westufer des Viktoriasees und dem Albert-, 
Rutanzige-, Kiwu- und Tanganjikasee im Zentralafrikanischen Graben liegt – seine Un-

106	Kennert, Holzgefäße des ostafrikanischen Zwischenseengebietes

5	SMB-PK, EM I B 18 
Afrika E 1544/97 Bl. 232.

6	Kandt 1904 b: 329.
7	Kandt 1914.
8	SMB-PK, EM I B 27 

Afrika E 1080/02 Bl. 95.
9	Dietzel 1917: 15 f. 
10	Kandt (1901: 123) 

erwähnt die Episode in 
einem Brief an das Kaiser-
liche Gouvernement vom 
20. Oktober 1900, in wel-
chem er augenscheinlich 
versuchte, den pessimisti-
schen Eindruck hinsicht-
lich seiner ethnographi-
schen Studien in einer 
früheren Veröffentlichung 
aufzuheben, indem er jetzt 
u. a. erklärte, bereits eine 
Grammatik verfasst zu 
haben, auf die Entstehung 
des Lexikon des Kinya
ruanda, für das ihm 
„mehrere Tausend Voka-
beln“ zur Verfügung stün-
den, verwies, ferner eine 
Sammlung „fast aller 
Instrumente der einge
borenen Handwerker“ 
angelegt zu haben. Die 
Vorbereitung und Abrech-
nung von Kandts Expedi-
tionen sind eindrucksvoll 
belegt in der Überliefe-
rung des Reichs-Kolonial-
amtes im Bundesarchiv 
(Berlin) (13 Arch 12 
1001/262 und 263).

11	Hans Meyer 1928: 147. 
Zu Hans Meyer jetzt: 
Meyers Universum 2008.

nend im September 1898, er möge doch bitte auf das Angebot des Museums bezüglich 
einer bereits eingegangenen Sammlung von Kandt antworten; seine Reiseberichte in 
der „Vossischen Zeitung“ habe er mit Interesse gelesen.5 Nachdem er sich oberhalb 
des Kiwu-Sees niedergelassen hatte, unternahm er nur noch kurze Reisen, etwa vom  
19. Oktober bis 3. November 1899, um zu Wasser die Insel Kwidjwi und das Ostufer 
des Sees aufzunehmen, später, 1901, auch für längere Zeit, bevor die Insel 1910 dann 
endgültig dem belgischen Kongostaat zufiel. 1900 resümierte er, dass er den größten 
Teil des Kagera aufgenommen habe, ferner die vulkanischen Gebiete zwischen Kiwu- 
und Albert-See sowie den gesamten Kiwu-See und dessen größere Inseln. 1901 gesellte 
er sich als eine Art wissenschaftlicher Mitarbeiter zu der deutsch-kongolesischen Grenz-
kommission, die unter der Leitung des deutschen Offiziers a. D. Karl Herrmann für die 
Kiwu-Grenz-Regulierung zuständig war. Herrmann vermaß in den 1890er Jahren und 
zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts verschiedene Teile „Deutsch-Ostafrikas“.

Für die Europäer ging es darum, die letzten großen „weißen Flecken“ auf der afrika-
nischen Landkarte zu erforschen – Kandt hatte ganz offensichtlich die Absicht, sich 
einen Platz im „Pantheon“ der Entdecker zu sichern. 1902 kehrte er nach Berlin zurück; 
er wohnte in der Motzstraße 54. Im Sommer des Jahres war seine Sammlung in sieben 
Kisten von zusammen mehr als 900 kg nach Deutschland verschifft worden, wo sie 
Ende August eintraf. Kandt bat das Museum, die Kisten nur in seinem Beisein zu öffnen. 
Noch 1893 war, wie er in einem Vortrag 1903 in Berlin erklärte,6 „der Name Ruanda ein 
fremder Schall“. Zehn Jahre später hatte sich das geändert, nicht zuletzt durch Kandt 
selbst, der über seine Ruanda-Forschungsreise nun auch öffentlich berichtete. 1902 gab 
er eine Karte des Kiwu-Sees heraus und 1904 erschien sein literarisches Hauptwerk 
Caput Nili, ein Reisebericht in Briefen, Tagebuchblättern und Veröffentlichungen der 
Jahre 1897 bis 1902, in erster Auflage; bis Mitte der 1920er Jahre folgten fünf weitere 
Auflagen dieses Buches.7 1903 schenkte Kandt dem Museum seine Sammlung gegen 
Ersatz der Transportkosten in Höhe von 1000 Mark. Von Luschan bot ihm an, für seine 
nächste Reise 2000 Mark zum Erwerb von ethnologischen Sammlungen zur Verfügung 
zu stellen.8 1905 kehrte Kandt nach Ruanda zurück und ließ sich „zunächst als Privat-
mann, später als Resident von Ruanda, dauernd hier nieder und wurde, weil der erfah-
renste, nun auch der im allgemeinen zuverlässigste Beurteiler“.9 In Ischangi, am Ostufer 
des Kiwu-Sees, schlug er sein Quartier auf. Von hier aus gedachte er, Ruanda weiter zu 
erforschen. Eine geplante Monographie über Ruanda hatte er allerdings schon in frühe-
ren Jahren abgebrochen; gleiches gilt wohl für ein Lexikon des Kinyaruanda, das er 
fließend beherrschte. Ihm stand sein ererbtes privates Vermögen in Höhe von gut 80 000 
Mark zur Verfügung; als das Ende 1897 aufgezehrt war, unterstützte ihn schließlich  
die Kolonialabteilung im Auswärtigen Amt mit rund 22 000 Mark. Vor der Rückkehr 
nach Berlin hatte er den größten Teil seiner Aufzeichnungen in „einer depressiven 
Phase“ (R. Bindseil) verbrannt.10 Während der Jahre 1906 bis 1909 unterhielt er in Ber-
lin in der Französischen Straße erst Nr. 62 dann Nr. 16 eine Wohnung. Sein Beruf wurde 
mit „Forschungsreisender“ angegeben. 1907 war er schließlich „Kaiserlicher Resident“ 
in Ruanda geworden. Die Kolonialregierung verzichtete in Ruanda auf die Schaffung 
von „Bezirksämtern“, vielmehr teilte sie das Zwischenseengebiet in Residenturen ein, 
von denen eine in Bukoba, eine in Ruanda und eine weitere in Burundi entstand. Zu 
stark erschien der Tutsi-Staat den Deutschen. In den Jahren zuvor hatte König Rwabu-
giri (1863 –1895) seine Macht durch Unterwerfung vieler kleinerer Herrscher auswei-
ten und große Teile des Landes unter seine Kontrolle bringen können. Aufgabe des 
Residenten war es deshalb, unter Beibehaltung der traditionellen Strukturen, „seinen 
Einfluß auf das Staatsoberhaupt in allen wichtigen Angelegenheiten geltend zu ma-
chen“ und so diesen Teil der Kolonie indirekt zu kontrollieren.11 1908 gründete Kandt 
auf dem Bergrücken von Kigali, zwei Tagereisen von der Residenz des ruandischen 
Königs Juhi Msinga und im Zentrum Ruandas, seinen Amtssitz, aus dem die heutige 
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Gesellschaft erinnerten an die eines „absolutistischen“ europäischen Herrschers: So 
durfte ausschließlich er den Namen okali führen und bis zum Mittag mit der Formel 
Ngundu zona Okali (You are the chief bull in the whole herd, Okali) gegrüßt werden, 
wobei er Anreden oder Begrüßungen nicht beantwortete. Die Person des Königs und 
alle seine Tätigkeiten wurden mit einem speziellen Vokabular bezeichnet, das sich von 
dem normalen Wortschatz unterschied. Personen und Objekte, die in einem Zusammen-
hang mit ihm standen, hatten spezielle Namen.35 Zu den höfischen Ritualen gehörte ein 
täglich durchgeführtes Ritual „zum Wohle des Landes“, bei dem bestimmte Kühe vor 
ihm „paradierten“, er ferner beim Melken einiger seiner ausschließlich ihm gehörenden 
neun Kühe anwesend war und schließlich zeremoniell von der neuen Milch trank. Bis 
wenigstens in die 1950er Jahre hinein achtete der mukama peinlich genau darauf, we-
nigstens einem Teil des morgendlichen Rituals beizuwohnen.36 Aber offenbar gehörten 
Milchgefäße nicht zu den ausschließlich dem König vorbehaltenen Gegenständen. Be-
denkt man, dass dieses Königreich auf dem Höhepunkt seiner Macht im 17. Jahrhundert 
sich bis in den Kongo und nach Ruanda erstreckte, mag man ermessen, welche nicht 
zuletzt auch kulturelle Strahlkraft von ihm ausgegangen sein muss. 1967 erlosch das 
Königtum.

Das Königreich von Ankole lag südlicher als Bunyoro-Kitara und grenzte an Kiziba. 
Einst zum Territorium Bunyoro-Kitaras gehörend, hatte es sich unabhängig gemacht. 
Im Gegensatz zu Bunyoro aber war dieses Königreich politisch eher locker organisiert, 
nicht jedoch gesellschaftlich: Die scharfe Trennung zwischen der Rinder züchtenden 
regierenden Hima-Minderheit und der Land bewirtschaftenden Mehrheit der Bevöl
kerung gab es derart in Bunyoro nie. Die Nähe beider Königtümer resultierte aus der 
Sprache und einigen Aspekten der Kultur wie dem des Clan- und Verwandtschaftssys-
tems.37 Über das Gebiet des späteren Königreichs Ankole zogen in Wellen hamitische 
Gruppen mit ihren Viehherden weiter in das südliche Zwischenseengebiet. Der König 
(mugabe) von Ankole war die zentrale Instanz der Gesellschaft: eine Identifikations
figur, mit überragender Machtfülle ausgestattet. Die Last der Macht und der ihm zuge-
rechneten physischen, magischen und religiösen Kräfte war so groß, dass er nicht älter 
und schwächer werden durfte. Trat dieser Zustand ein, musste der mugabe Gift nehmen, 
um einem jüngeren und stärkeren Nachfolger Platz zu machen, damit dieser die Einheit 
des Königreiches wahren und erfolgreich Kriege führen konnte. Der Nachfolger aus der 
Reihe der Königssöhne setzte sich in einem Nachfolgekrieg durch, bei denen die Brüder 
sich umbrachten bzw. ins Exil trieben. Zu den Aufgaben des Königs gehörte nicht zu-
letzt, die Zahl der Rinder durch Beutezüge oder Geschenke zu erhöhen und das Territo-
rium zu verteidigen. Auch in Ankole wurde der mugabe mit dem „Leitbullen“ (engundu) 
der Herde verglichen.

Zur kulturellen Funktion der Milchgefäße im Zwischenseengebiet

Im Vorwort zu Hermann Rehses bereits weiter oben genanntem Buch hatte Felix von 
Luschan u. a. geschrieben, dass die „Hima oder Tusi, früher meist Wahuma oder Watussi 
genannt (...) fast überall bemüht“ seien, „ihr Blut rein zu erhalten und sich nicht mit 
ihren dunklen, breit- und plattnasigen Nachbarn und Untertanen zu vermischen. Sie 
sind sehr viel heller, haben schmalere Nasen mit hohem Rücken, wenig gewulstete 
Lippen und viel weicheres Haar“. Daraus spricht der Geist der damaligen Zeit, in der 
das Rassedenken eine zunehmende Rolle spielte und Wissenschaftler bei ihren Expedi-
tionen in Afrika Schädelmessungen an der einheimischen Bevölkerung vornahmen bzw. 
Schädel in großen Mengen nach Deutschland brachten.38 Auch Kollmann sammelte ei-
nen Schädel, Kandt Skelette.39 Von Luschan, der in Berlin zu den Mitbegründern der 
„Gesellschaft für Rassenhygiene“ gehörte und insbesondere der Arzt und Politiker 
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enon discussed above as a Yemeni phenomenon. In the light of all that, we may now see 
and assimilate the abundance granulation at the top of the L.A. Mayer silver bracelet  
(Fig. 13), as the just born many scorpions on the triangular back of the female scorpion 
(Fig. 19). If indeed so, we may assume that Ta‘izz was the center for Humat al-aqrab 
– “Scorpion’s Venom” type tube bracelet in Yemen in the past and not Ṣan‛ā. The gran-
ulation technique demands silver / gold of very high quality. As Nützel had shown, 
Ta‘izz was the coinage center of Yemen under the Rasulid who ruled Yemen from Ta‘izz 
(r. 1229 –1454) (Nützel: 1891). That explains why this type of bracelet had survived in 
Yemen till the beginning of the eighteenth century and appears in Qānūn Ṣan‛ā Law, as 
Aswira (pl.), as mentioned above.

Summing up

In conclusion, therefore, we can say, first, that the scorpion had a past in Yemen. It was 
not invented by the Jewish silversmiths and / or the Jewish jewellery designer women in 
the Jewish community in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but 
only revived in the new Labbah, Lazem, Khoratah and Aqrabe. Second, the revived 

Fig. 19	 Young scorpions on the back of their mother.

	 “Scorpions are viviparous. The young are born one by one, and the 
brood is carried about on its mother‘s back until the young have un-
dergone at least one molt. Before the first molt, scorpions cannot 
survive naturally without the mother, since they depend on her for 
protection and to regulate their moisture levels.”

	 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scorpion
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Hauptstadt Ruandas erwuchs. Formal bis 1916 blieb er Resident, de facto seit 1913 
krankheitsbedingt ersetzt, geachtet von den Tutsi und verehrt von den Hutu, wie Meyer 
heraushob. In der 3. Auflage seines Buches Caput Nili findet sich der erhellende Ein-
trag: „Der Menschen müde, mit meinem Beruf zerfallen, an Gott, Welt und der eigenen 
Kraft zweifelnd hatte ich Europa verlassen; Afrika gab mir alles wieder, was ich für 
immer verloren glaubte, gab mir vor allem ein Feld nützlicher Arbeit und meinem Le-
ben seinen Sinn. Ist solcher Gewinn nicht mehr als alle Quellen dieser Erde?“12 Da 
hatte sich das öffentliche Interesse an der Erforschung der Nil-Quellen allerdings schon 
gelegt.

Bei Ausbruch des Ersten Weltkrieges meldete er sich als Arzt zur bayerischen Armee, 
erlitt an der galizischen Front 1917 eine Giftgasverletzung an deren Folgen er schließ-
lich 1918 starb. Hans Meyer berichtete, dass Kandt bei „den Ostarmeen“ diente; seine 
Erlebnisse dort führten ihn in eine „schwere Psychose“. Er starb schließlich am  
29. April 1918 an Tuberkulose in einem Nürnberger Krankenhaus. Eine Fülle von Zeit-
schriften und Zeitungen nahmen seinen Tod zum Anlass, sein Wirken und ihn selbst zu 
porträtieren. Sein Grab findet sich in Nürnberg. Sein Freund Franz Stuhlmann brachte 
1918 unter dem Titel Meine Seele klingt nachgelassene Gedichte Kandts aus dem Krie-
ge heraus. Der Nachhall seines Wirkens hielt über den Zweiten Weltkrieg hinaus an. 
Insbesondere der vormalige Botschafter der Bundesrepublik Deutschland in Ruanda 
von 1984 –1988, Reinhart Bindseil, hat an die Tätigkeit Kandts erinnert.13 

 Ein weiterer „Forschungsreisender“, dessen Reisen im Zwischenseengebiet sich  
in einer umfangreichen Sammeltätigkeit und auch schriftstellerisch niederschlugen,  
war der Königlich Sächsische Premierlieutenant und – während seines Aufenthaltes in 
Afrika – „Premierlieutenant der Kaiserlichen Schutztruppe für Deutsch-Ost-Afrika“, 
Karl Paul Kollmann. Nur zwei Jahre älter als Kandt, war Kollmann am 7. Juli 1865 als 
jüngster Sohn eines Leipziger Honoratioren, des Mediziners und Stadtrates „Dr. med. et 
phil. F. Kollmann“, daselbst geboren worden. Ein Bruder trat später in die Fußstapfen 
des Vaters und wurde ebenfalls Mediziner und als solcher Privatdozent an der Univer-
sität zu Leipzig. Paul hingegen strebte eine Militärkarriere an. Nach dem Abitur, das er 
Ostern 1886 am Königlichen Gymnasium in Dresden-Neustadt absolvierte, trat er beim 
7. Königlich Sächsischen Infanterie-Regiment „Prinz Georg“ Nr. 106 ein. Bis Septem-
ber 1893 brachte er es zum Premierlieutenant. Doch scheint der Dienst ihn nicht ausge-
füllt zu haben: In einem handgeschriebenen Lebenslauf vom 20. Januar 189814 berich-
tete er, dass er in dieser Zeit zahlreiche Auslandsreisen unternahm, u. a. nach Italien, 
Frankreich und England. 1892 hielt er sich für einige Zeit in Ägypten auf, wo sein 
Wunsch Gestalt annahm, „ganz nach Afrika“ zu gehen. Ohne den Militärdienst zu ver-
lassen, ließ er sich 1893 für sechs Monate nach Berlin beurlauben, wo er das Orientali-
sche Seminar besuchte, am Geodätischen Institut in Potsdam, das auch Kandt besuchte, 
„in Aufnahmen“ unterrichtet wurde und am Königlichen Museum für Völkerkunde 
„unter Leitung des Prof. von Luschan arbeitete“, wie er später schrieb. Alles war perfekt 
vorbereitet: Im Januar 1895 wurde er zur „Schutztruppe“ in „Deutsch-Ostafrika“ einbe-
rufen und schon im Februar verließ er Europa, um am 4. März afrikanischen Boden zu 
betreten. Wie vielen Anderen auch bekam ihm jedoch das Klima nicht. Bis Dezember 
1896 war er in Muanza am Viktoriasee stationiert, dann wurde er krankheitshalber an 
die Küste beordert, dort noch zum „Adjutanten der Schutztruppe designiert“ und im 
Mai 1897 trat er die Heimreise nach Deutschland an.

Zielgerichtet wie die Organisation seines Afrika-Aufenthaltes war auch Kollmanns 
Sammeltätigkeit. Nur elf Tage nach seiner Ankunft in Bagamayo, am 15. März, sandte 
er v. Luschan ein Schreiben, mit dem er sich in Erinnerung brachte und gleichzeitig 
anfragte, „ob Sie eventuell Wünsche für Ihre afrikanische Abteilung im Museum ha-
ben“; er werde zwei Jahre bleiben. Zugleich bat er v. Luschan, „mit Rat mir beizuste-
hen“.15 Von nun an ließ er nicht mehr locker: Kollmann sammelte auf Reisen am Vik
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nen trinken ärmere Leute keine Vollmilch, sondern sie geniessen die Buttermilch.“30 
Der Seltenheit der Milch – die Rinder gaben lediglich 2 – 3 Liter Milch täglich – ent-
sprach, dass sie nicht einfach getrunken wurde: „Die Milch, wenn man sich den Genuss 
derselben erlauben kann, wird nie so getrunken, wie sie von der Kuh kommt. Sie muss 
erst einen Räucherprozess mit duftenden Blättern durchmachen. (...) Gekocht wird ei-
gentlich nur saure Milch, die dann beim Kochen zu Käse gerinnt. Häufig isst man diese 
Milch zusammen mit Gemüse.“31 Lediglich der König verfügte über besondere Vieh-
ställe zur Unterbringung seiner Herde auf seinem Hof; der gemeine Mann lebte mit 
seinem Vieh unter einem Dach. Schon diese wenigen Ausführungen lassen erkennen, 
welche Bedeutung Rindern und Milch im sozialen Gefüge im äußersten Nordwesten 
der Kolonie zukam. Richard Kandt berichtete aus Ruanda: „Milch von den Watussi zu 
erhalten ist übrigens meist sehr schwer. Erstens trinken sie sie selbst sehr gern, außer-
dem glauben sie oft in ihrem Mißtrauen, man verlange die Milch, meine aber die Kuh, 
die sie dann hinterher nicht mehr verleugnen könnten. Drittens aber verbietet ihnen ihr 
Aberglaube, einem ‚Ziegenfleischfresser‘ Milch zu geben, es sei denn, er sei an diesem 
Tage noch fleischnüchtern, weil andernfalls die Herde ihre Milch verlöre.“32

Dieser Befund wird auch an anderer Stelle deutlich: in Urundi (heute Burundi), das 
1890 der Kolonie „Deutsch-Ostafrika“ zugeschlagen wurde. Hans Meyer konstatierte 
1916: „Die Rinder haben einen hohen Affektionswert für den Mutussi. Sein ganzes 
Sinnen und Trachten dreht sich um die Rinder; sie sind ihm der Rückhalt seiner sozialen 
Ordnung, ja sogar Gegenstand einer Verehrung, die vielfach in die religiöse Sphäre 
übergreift, und demgemäß auch eines Kultus, der voll von Symbolen und mystischen 
Beziehungen ist. Die oberste Gottheit Imana ist in erster Linie Schutzherr der Rinder. 
(...) In allem, was das Rindvieh angeht, hat die Frau nicht mitzureden. Die gesamte 
Aufzucht und Wartung des Rindes, auch das Melken, ist Sache des Mannes. Zwar haben 
die Bahutu auch hierbei alle schwere Arbeit zu verrichten, wie das Reinigen der Tiere, 
das Hüten des Viehes auf dem Weidegang, das Melken der Kühe usw., aber der Mutussi 
tut die feinere Arbeit: er wählt die Zuchttiere aus, er ist Vieharzt, er bestimmt die Tiere 
zum Schlachten und Opfern, und diese Arbeit verrichtet er mit der ganzen Liebe des 
Sportsmannes zu seinem Sportstier.“33 Die Rinder des ganzen Landes „gehören de jure 
dem König (oder dem Oberhäuptling), wie in Ruanda. Dieser überläßt einen großen Teil 
den Batussiunterhäuptlingen zum Nießbrauch, und von diesen wieder werden kleine 
Herden und Einzeltiere an die niederen Batussi und an einzelne Bahutu zur Pflege, Wei-
terzucht und Nutznießung gegeben. (...) Die beinahe mystische Hochschätzung, die den 
Rindern zuteil wird, geht in gewissem Grad auch auf die zeitweiligen Inhaber, Pfleger 
und Züchter der Rinder über. Wer mit Vieh belehnt wird, ist in eine höhere Sphäre ge-
hoben worden. Der Muhutu, dem Rinder zum Nießbrauch und zur Zucht überlassen 
werden, wird dadurch gewissermaßen geadelt, er braucht keine Frondienste mehr zu 
leisten, kein Feld mehr für seinen Herrn zu bebauen.“34 Bei dieser Bedeutung des Rin-
des verwundert es nicht, dass König Mutaga IV. noch zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts 
über Viehärzte verfügte und zu seinen „Hofbeamten“ – neben Küchenmeistern, Flei-
schern, Brennholzbewahrern, Stallmeistern, Wasserversorgern, Nachtwächtern und 
Leibgardisten – auch „Kuhmelker“ gehörten. Die Angehörigen der Leibgarde wurden 
vom König mit Rindfleisch ernährt. Der König selber wurde als halbgöttliches Wesen 
angesehen und verehrt und avancierte somit zum religiösen Haupt der Nation.

An dieser Stelle soll der Blick auf das weiter nördlich, in Uganda, gelegene, einst-
mals mächtige Königreich Bunyoro-Kitara gelenkt werden, um zu verstehen, wie die 
kulturellen Einflüsse von dort in das Zwischenseengebiet wirkten. Dieses Königreich 
war bis in die Gegenwart durch eine ausgeprägte Schichtenbildung in sozialer und 
politischer Hinsicht bestimmt; die Gesellschaft war ausgerichtet auf die zentrale Figur 
des Königs (mukama). Seine Aufgabe war es zu regieren – ein spirituelles Oberhaupt, 
ein Medium zur Geisterwelt, ein oberster Priester war er nicht. Seine Vorrechte in der 
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scorpion shows a new iconography – curing infertility. With that iconography it was 
adopted into the new jewellery of the Jewish bride, groom and the married woman in 
Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab. Third, the revival of the scorpion at that specific time, draws a direct 
line to the scorpion of Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi, as it appears in the peak of the phe-
nomenon of the pilgrimage to Ta‘izz to his grave, bringing from there an alive scorpion 
as a sign to cure infertility. Forth, though the triangle is the hard core art formula of the 
scorpion, the name – “scorpion” – is the most important art formula in the Jewish com-
munity in Gā‛ bīr al-‛azab in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The name “scor-
pion” had been turned to the brand of Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi and that had enabled 
the women voice easily to be heard via the innovation of “scorpion” jewels by the en-
trepreneur Jewish jewellery designer women. Fifth, the most interesting art formula of 
“al-Shabazi’s scorpion” is, no doubt, that of “Angles Script” from the Hebrew Kabba-
listic manuscript Raziel the Angle, known by Shalom (Salim) al-Shabazi himself. 

Acknowledgements
In 1981, in the frame of my M. A. thesis in the Department of Art History, The Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, I conducted a field work and interviewed, in Israel, old women 
who got married in Ṣan‛ā. Including, some very old women who got married at the end 
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Fig. 20	 The spring at al-Shabazi’s grave. 

	 Ta’izz, south west Yemen.
	 Photographed by Ester Muchawsky-Schnapper, 1999.
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Kandt’ schen Sammlung 
findet sich in I B 27 Afrika 
E 1080/1902 Bl. 63 – 89; 
es wurde mit großer 
Sicherheit von Kandt 
eigenhändig um An
merkungen zu diversen 
Objekten ergänzt.

toriasee, notierte, zeichnete – und schrieb Briefe an v. Luschan. Schon im November 
teilte er mit, dass er Teile seiner Sammlung nach Berlin gesandt habe, damit sie in der 
Gewerbeausstellung in Treptow gezeigt würden, im Anschluss überlasse er sie gerne 
dem Völkerkundemuseum.16 Kollmann entfaltete Druck, indem er über das Kaiserliche 
Gouvernement Bitten an das Museum herantragen ließ. Von Luschan sah sich endlich 
genötigt, Kollmann am 22. Februar 1897 zu schreiben: „ ... möchten wir doch nicht un-
terlassen, Euer Hochwohlgeboren schon jetzt unseren aufrichtigen Dank für die uns 
geschenkte Sammlung hiermit zum Ausdruck zu bringen und Sie zu versichern, dass 
diese Sammlung bei uns als ein bleibendes Denkmal Ihrer wissenschaftlichen Thätig-
keit verwahrt und hochgeschätzt werden wird. Hochachtungsvoll und ganz ergebenst.“17 
Von Luschan versäumte es fürderhin nicht, die Bedeutung der Kollmann’schen Samm-
lung hervorzuheben: „Jedenfalls hat Herr Ltnt. Kollmann sich durch die überaus mühe-
volle, ernste und zielbewusste Anlage der Sammlung und deren zweifellos sehr schwie-
rigen Transport zur Küste ein ungemein grosses Verdienst sowohl um das Kngl. Museum 
fuer Völkerkunde als auch überhaupt um unsere wissenschaftliche Kenntnis von Ost-
Afrika erworben.“18 Das klang höflich, gedämpft aber, was die Bedeutung der Samm-
lung anging. Am 9. März 1897 kündigte Kollmann v. Luschan aus Daressalam die 
Schenkung der kompletten Sammlung an; und bereits am 14. März 1897 teilte das Gou-
vernement die Zusendung mit. Kollmann ließ die Bitte übermitteln, ihm die Veröffent-
lichung der interessantesten Stücke vorzubehalten und ihm im Übrigen die Sammlung 
für die Dauer von zwei Jahren zur Bearbeitung zur Verfügung zu stellen, dem v. Lu-
schan zustimmte.19 Den Wert der Sammlung schätzte er auf 7 – 10 000 Mark, trotz der 
Aussonderung vieler „Doubletten“, die Kollmann zurückerhielt. Kaiser Wilhelm II. ge-
nehmigte die Annahme der Schenkung im Sommer des Jahres.20

Doch Kollmanns Streben war noch nicht befriedigt. Er drängte auf eine Auszeich-
nung. Hatte er zunächst gehofft, dass v. Luschan eine Auszeichnung durch das Auswär-
tige Amt erwirken könne für den Fall der Schenkung seiner Sammlung an das Museum, 
so hatte sein Drängen – auf welchen Wegen auch immer – schließlich Erfolg: Der Kai-
ser verlieh ihm am 12. September 1897 den Königlichen Kronenorden vierter Klasse, 
die Aushändigung der „Insignien“ sollte durch das Museum erfolgen.21 1898 erschien 
dann sein bis heute lesenswertes Buch, in dem er die Ergebnisse seines Aufenthaltes im 
„Nordwesten unserer Kolonie“ einem breiten Publikum zugänglich machte.22 Ein zwei-
tes, heute vergessenes Buch folgte 1901, zwischenzeitlich zum Hauptmann befördert, 
unter dem Titel Auf deutschem Boden in Afrika.23 Im Vorwort erklärte er, „ ... ein Bild 
von unserem Leben und Treiben, von Freud’ und Leid drüben im fernen Afrika, an der 
Küste, auf Expedition, Jagd und Kriegszug, sowie auf der Station im Herzen des dunk-
len Erdteils entrollen“ zu wollen – es war ein Buch, das auf die aktuellen Leserbedürf-
nisse abzielte. Dann verlieren sich Kollmanns Spuren: Er hatte erreicht, was er wollte. 
Kandt hingegen wurde berühmt. Doch waren beide Männer Pioniere, ihre Bücher vor-
bildlich.

Die Sammlungen Kandts und Kollmanns sind umfangreich; in ihnen findet sich die 
ganze Bandbreite ethnologischer Objekte, die damals von Interesse waren. Kandts 
Sammlung umfasste 523,24 die von Kollmann 757 Objekte. Gefäße aus diesen Samm-
lungen befinden sich in größerer Zahl im Ostafrika-Bestand des Ethnologischen Muse-
ums Berlin, doch bilden sie im Vergleich zum Gesamtbestand der beiden Sammlungen 
eine eher untergeordnete Teilmenge. Die Auflistungen der Sammlungsobjekte – also 
vor Übernahme durch das Museum – weisen für Kandt 20 Holzgefäße (ohne gefloch
tene Behältnisse, Tongefäße und Köcher) und für Kollmann immerhin 31 Holzgefäße 
(ohne Schnupftabakgefäße, Gefäßdeckel, Schmuckkästchen, Gefäßuntersätze usw.) aus. 
Einige von ihnen werden im weiteren Verlauf dieser Darstellung beschrieben. Die 
Sammlung Kollmanns weist interessante, aber nicht immer zum Zwischenseengebiet 
gehörige Objekte auf und sie wirkt ein wenig zufällig, wenngleich auch das eine oder 
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25	 SMB-PK, EM I B 30 
Afrika E 253/04 Bl. 91 
(Antwortentwurf v. 
Luschans o. Dat.).

26	 Kollmann 1898: 62. Mit 
den „Wahuma“ sind die 
„Hima“ gemeint, die 
vermutlich ab 1500 aus 
dem südlichen Äthiopien 
in das Zwischenseengebiet 
einwanderten. In Ruanda 
und Burundi heißen sie 
„Tutsi“ („Watussi“).

27	 Vgl. z. B. Morris 1964.
28	 Kollmann 1898: 61. 
29	 Rehse 1910: 1. Auch 

Rehse legte gemäß  
v. Luschans Anleitun-
gen zu ethnographischen 
Beobachtungen etc.
eine Sammlung an.

andere Objekt herausragend ist. Anders hingegen die Sammlung Kandts. Als die Kolo-
nial-Abteilung im Auswärtigen Amt v. Luschan am 22. Februar 1904 mitteilte, man 
beabsichtige dort, Kandt für die Auszeichnung mit dem Roten Adlerorden vierter Klasse 
vorzuschlagen und ihn um Auskunft zu Wert und Umfang der dem Museum geschenk-
ten Sammlung bat, gedachte dieser zu antworten, sie sei „von der denkbar grössten 
wissenschaftlichen Bedeutung. Sie besteht nicht aus zufällig zusammengerafften ‚Cu
riositäten‘, sondern enthält zahlreiche systematisch angelegte Serien ... Zusammen mit 
den eingehenden Notizen des Reisenden bildet diese Sammlung für alle Zeit die Grund-
lage der ethnographischen Erforschung von Ruanda und Urundi und steht in ihrer Art 
völlig einzig da“.25 Heute befinden sich noch 13 von Kandt und 18 von Kollmann ge-
sammelte Holzgefäße im Ostafrika-Bestand des Museums. Es soll nun der kulturelle 
Zusammenhang beschrieben werden, in dem die Gefäße stehen.

Die herausgehobene Bedeutung der Rinder und der Milch

Schon den frühen Reisenden und Forschern fielen die Gefäße des Zwischenseengebie-
tes auf. Zwar wurden sie abgebildet, doch unterblieb eine eingehende Untersuchung 
ihrer Bedeutung im kulturellen Zusammenhang. So schrieb Kollmann in seinem Werk 
Der Nordwesten unserer Ostafrikanischen Kolonie: „Eine ganz besondere Industrie ist 
den Stämmen des Westnyanza (d. h. der westlich des Viktoriasees gelegenen Gebiete, 
C. K.) von den eingewanderten Wahuma überkommen, die auch jetzt noch eifrig von 
besonderen Handwerkern betrieben wird: die Herstellung von Gefässen mannigfaltigs-
ter Art, die beim Melken der Kühe und zum Aufbewahren der Milch in Anwendung 
kommen.“26 An dieser Stelle muss daran erinnert werden, dass die Hima bis auf den 
heutigen Tag Viehzüchter sind. In dieser Gesellschaft – wie bei allen Hirtenvölkern – ist 
das Rind ein Wert an sich. Es bekommt einen Namen, wird besungen27 und in aller 
Regel nicht zum Verzehr geschlachtet. Die Größe einer Herde bestimmt das Sozialpres-
tige seines Besitzers – und seine sozialen Verpflichtungen. Rinder sind Brautgeld. Sie  
sind der Stolz eines Volkes und sie geben den Anlass für militärische Auseinanderset-
zungen. Seuchen, wie etwa die Rinderpest, die 1888 das Zwischenseengebiet sowie 
Uganda und Bunyoro heimsuchte, bedrohten die Existenz: zwei Drittel der Rinder star-
ben und angeblich auch fast zwei Drittel der Hima. Insofern ist zu verstehen, dass die 
Milch der Rinder eine besondere Rolle im Denken und natürlich auch in der Ernährung 
der Hirtenvölker spielt. Kollmann berichtete 1898: „Die Milch der Kühe wird nur in 
geronnenem Zustand genossen, die Butter nur zum Einreiben des Körpers und zur Ein-
fettung der Rindenstoffe und Tücher verwendet. Butter bildet auch, zu grossen Kugeln 
geformt und in Bananenblättern eingepackt, einen Handelsartikel; im übrigen wird But-
ter oder Fett in hölzernen Büchschen aufbewahrt.“28 Hermann Rehse, ein weiterer deut-
scher Forscher, schrieb 1910 ebenfalls über die westlich des Viktoriasees gelegene, dicht 
an Uganda grenzende, Landschaft Kiziba (zeitgenössisch auch „Uheia“): „Der augen-
blickliche Herrscher des Landes heisst Mutahangarua, d. h. der Gefürchtete. Derselbe 
führt den Titel mukama (Melker oder Milchmann), was ins Deutsche übertragen unge-
fähr unserem König, Herrscher oder Fürst entsprechen würde.“29 Rehse empfahl des-
halb, die Region – im Nordwesten begrenzt durch den Kagera-Fluss, im Nordosten 
durch den Victoriasee – als Königreich zu bezeichnen. Rehses Information weist deut-
lich auf die gesellschaftliche Bedeutung der Milch hin, denn hier wie in anderen Teilen 
der Region ist der Herrscher nicht nur im Namen, sondern ebenso rituell an Rinder und 
Milch gebunden. Milch ist das edelste aller Nahrungsmittel. In Kiziba war Milch „ein 
seltener Artikel“, da den Kälbern vor dem Melken der Kühe die Gelegenheit gegeben 
wurde, die Milch zu trinken. „Wer nur über eine Kuh verfügt, kann sich das Trinken von 
Milch nur dann gestatten, wenn er auf das Bereiten von Butter verzichtet. Im allgemei-
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status of “Girl Bride”. Also, I interviewed the brides that had been photographed in 
Ṣan‛ā by the Jewish photographer Yihye Haybi in the years 1927–1944. 

Labbah, Lazem, Khoratah and Aqrabe mentioned here are in the farm of my M.A. 
thesis and never published before. I would like to thank all the Yemenite women who 
shared with me their knowledge. The thesis is dedicated to them.
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16	 SMB-PK, EM I B 15 
Afrika E 300/96.
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Afrika E 83/97 Bl. 39.

18	 SMB-PK, EM I B 17 
Afrika E 456 Bl. 154 (Hs. 
Entw. eines Antwort-
schreibens an die Kolo
nial-Abt. im AA).

19	 SMB-PK, EM I B 17 
Afrika E 415.

20	 Ein Verzeichnis der Koll-
mann’ schen Sammlung 
(III E 5291– 5908) findet 
sich in I B 17 Afrika E 
456/97, Bl. 166 –176.

21	 SMB-PK, EM I B 20 
Afrika E 1038/98.

22	 Kollmann 1898. Ausführ-
licher Dank an v. Luschan 
im Vorwort. Eine engl. 
Ausgabe erschien 1899  
in London.

23	 Kollmann 1901.
24	 Ein Verzeichnis der 

Kandt’ schen Sammlung 
findet sich in I B 27 Afrika 
E 1080/1902 Bl. 63 – 89; 
es wurde mit großer 
Sicherheit von Kandt 
eigenhändig um An
merkungen zu diversen 
Objekten ergänzt.

toriasee, notierte, zeichnete – und schrieb Briefe an v. Luschan. Schon im November 
teilte er mit, dass er Teile seiner Sammlung nach Berlin gesandt habe, damit sie in der 
Gewerbeausstellung in Treptow gezeigt würden, im Anschluss überlasse er sie gerne 
dem Völkerkundemuseum.16 Kollmann entfaltete Druck, indem er über das Kaiserliche 
Gouvernement Bitten an das Museum herantragen ließ. Von Luschan sah sich endlich 
genötigt, Kollmann am 22. Februar 1897 zu schreiben: „ ... möchten wir doch nicht un-
terlassen, Euer Hochwohlgeboren schon jetzt unseren aufrichtigen Dank für die uns 
geschenkte Sammlung hiermit zum Ausdruck zu bringen und Sie zu versichern, dass 
diese Sammlung bei uns als ein bleibendes Denkmal Ihrer wissenschaftlichen Thätig-
keit verwahrt und hochgeschätzt werden wird. Hochachtungsvoll und ganz ergebenst.“17 
Von Luschan versäumte es fürderhin nicht, die Bedeutung der Kollmann’schen Samm-
lung hervorzuheben: „Jedenfalls hat Herr Ltnt. Kollmann sich durch die überaus mühe-
volle, ernste und zielbewusste Anlage der Sammlung und deren zweifellos sehr schwie-
rigen Transport zur Küste ein ungemein grosses Verdienst sowohl um das Kngl. Museum 
fuer Völkerkunde als auch überhaupt um unsere wissenschaftliche Kenntnis von Ost-
Afrika erworben.“18 Das klang höflich, gedämpft aber, was die Bedeutung der Samm-
lung anging. Am 9. März 1897 kündigte Kollmann v. Luschan aus Daressalam die 
Schenkung der kompletten Sammlung an; und bereits am 14. März 1897 teilte das Gou-
vernement die Zusendung mit. Kollmann ließ die Bitte übermitteln, ihm die Veröffent-
lichung der interessantesten Stücke vorzubehalten und ihm im Übrigen die Sammlung 
für die Dauer von zwei Jahren zur Bearbeitung zur Verfügung zu stellen, dem v. Lu-
schan zustimmte.19 Den Wert der Sammlung schätzte er auf 7 – 10 000 Mark, trotz der 
Aussonderung vieler „Doubletten“, die Kollmann zurückerhielt. Kaiser Wilhelm II. ge-
nehmigte die Annahme der Schenkung im Sommer des Jahres.20

Doch Kollmanns Streben war noch nicht befriedigt. Er drängte auf eine Auszeich-
nung. Hatte er zunächst gehofft, dass v. Luschan eine Auszeichnung durch das Auswär-
tige Amt erwirken könne für den Fall der Schenkung seiner Sammlung an das Museum, 
so hatte sein Drängen – auf welchen Wegen auch immer – schließlich Erfolg: Der Kai-
ser verlieh ihm am 12. September 1897 den Königlichen Kronenorden vierter Klasse, 
die Aushändigung der „Insignien“ sollte durch das Museum erfolgen.21 1898 erschien 
dann sein bis heute lesenswertes Buch, in dem er die Ergebnisse seines Aufenthaltes im 
„Nordwesten unserer Kolonie“ einem breiten Publikum zugänglich machte.22 Ein zwei-
tes, heute vergessenes Buch folgte 1901, zwischenzeitlich zum Hauptmann befördert, 
unter dem Titel Auf deutschem Boden in Afrika.23 Im Vorwort erklärte er, „ ... ein Bild 
von unserem Leben und Treiben, von Freud’ und Leid drüben im fernen Afrika, an der 
Küste, auf Expedition, Jagd und Kriegszug, sowie auf der Station im Herzen des dunk-
len Erdteils entrollen“ zu wollen – es war ein Buch, das auf die aktuellen Leserbedürf-
nisse abzielte. Dann verlieren sich Kollmanns Spuren: Er hatte erreicht, was er wollte. 
Kandt hingegen wurde berühmt. Doch waren beide Männer Pioniere, ihre Bücher vor-
bildlich.

Die Sammlungen Kandts und Kollmanns sind umfangreich; in ihnen findet sich die 
ganze Bandbreite ethnologischer Objekte, die damals von Interesse waren. Kandts 
Sammlung umfasste 523,24 die von Kollmann 757 Objekte. Gefäße aus diesen Samm-
lungen befinden sich in größerer Zahl im Ostafrika-Bestand des Ethnologischen Muse-
ums Berlin, doch bilden sie im Vergleich zum Gesamtbestand der beiden Sammlungen 
eine eher untergeordnete Teilmenge. Die Auflistungen der Sammlungsobjekte – also 
vor Übernahme durch das Museum – weisen für Kandt 20 Holzgefäße (ohne gefloch
tene Behältnisse, Tongefäße und Köcher) und für Kollmann immerhin 31 Holzgefäße 
(ohne Schnupftabakgefäße, Gefäßdeckel, Schmuckkästchen, Gefäßuntersätze usw.) aus. 
Einige von ihnen werden im weiteren Verlauf dieser Darstellung beschrieben. Die 
Sammlung Kollmanns weist interessante, aber nicht immer zum Zwischenseengebiet 
gehörige Objekte auf und sie wirkt ein wenig zufällig, wenngleich auch das eine oder 
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25	SMB-PK, EM I B 30 
Afrika E 253/04 Bl. 91 
(Antwortentwurf v. 
Luschans o. Dat.).

26	Kollmann 1898: 62. Mit 
den „Wahuma“ sind die 
„Hima“ gemeint, die 
vermutlich ab 1500 aus 
dem südlichen Äthiopien 
in das Zwischenseengebiet 
einwanderten. In Ruanda 
und Burundi heißen sie 
„Tutsi“ („Watussi“).

27	Vgl. z. B. Morris 1964.
28	Kollmann 1898: 61. 
29	Rehse 1910: 1. Auch 

Rehse legte gemäß  
v. Luschans Anleitun-
gen zu ethnographischen 
Beobachtungen etc.
eine Sammlung an.

andere Objekt herausragend ist. Anders hingegen die Sammlung Kandts. Als die Kolo-
nial-Abteilung im Auswärtigen Amt v. Luschan am 22. Februar 1904 mitteilte, man 
beabsichtige dort, Kandt für die Auszeichnung mit dem Roten Adlerorden vierter Klasse 
vorzuschlagen und ihn um Auskunft zu Wert und Umfang der dem Museum geschenk-
ten Sammlung bat, gedachte dieser zu antworten, sie sei „von der denkbar grössten 
wissenschaftlichen Bedeutung. Sie besteht nicht aus zufällig zusammengerafften ‚Cu
riositäten‘, sondern enthält zahlreiche systematisch angelegte Serien ... Zusammen mit 
den eingehenden Notizen des Reisenden bildet diese Sammlung für alle Zeit die Grund-
lage der ethnographischen Erforschung von Ruanda und Urundi und steht in ihrer Art 
völlig einzig da“.25 Heute befinden sich noch 13 von Kandt und 18 von Kollmann ge-
sammelte Holzgefäße im Ostafrika-Bestand des Museums. Es soll nun der kulturelle 
Zusammenhang beschrieben werden, in dem die Gefäße stehen.

Die herausgehobene Bedeutung der Rinder und der Milch

Schon den frühen Reisenden und Forschern fielen die Gefäße des Zwischenseengebie-
tes auf. Zwar wurden sie abgebildet, doch unterblieb eine eingehende Untersuchung 
ihrer Bedeutung im kulturellen Zusammenhang. So schrieb Kollmann in seinem Werk 
Der Nordwesten unserer Ostafrikanischen Kolonie: „Eine ganz besondere Industrie ist 
den Stämmen des Westnyanza (d. h. der westlich des Viktoriasees gelegenen Gebiete, 
C. K.) von den eingewanderten Wahuma überkommen, die auch jetzt noch eifrig von 
besonderen Handwerkern betrieben wird: die Herstellung von Gefässen mannigfaltigs-
ter Art, die beim Melken der Kühe und zum Aufbewahren der Milch in Anwendung 
kommen.“26 An dieser Stelle muss daran erinnert werden, dass die Hima bis auf den 
heutigen Tag Viehzüchter sind. In dieser Gesellschaft – wie bei allen Hirtenvölkern – ist 
das Rind ein Wert an sich. Es bekommt einen Namen, wird besungen27 und in aller 
Regel nicht zum Verzehr geschlachtet. Die Größe einer Herde bestimmt das Sozialpres-
tige seines Besitzers – und seine sozialen Verpflichtungen. Rinder sind Brautgeld. Sie  
sind der Stolz eines Volkes und sie geben den Anlass für militärische Auseinanderset-
zungen. Seuchen, wie etwa die Rinderpest, die 1888 das Zwischenseengebiet sowie 
Uganda und Bunyoro heimsuchte, bedrohten die Existenz: zwei Drittel der Rinder star-
ben und angeblich auch fast zwei Drittel der Hima. Insofern ist zu verstehen, dass die 
Milch der Rinder eine besondere Rolle im Denken und natürlich auch in der Ernährung 
der Hirtenvölker spielt. Kollmann berichtete 1898: „Die Milch der Kühe wird nur in 
geronnenem Zustand genossen, die Butter nur zum Einreiben des Körpers und zur Ein-
fettung der Rindenstoffe und Tücher verwendet. Butter bildet auch, zu grossen Kugeln 
geformt und in Bananenblättern eingepackt, einen Handelsartikel; im übrigen wird But-
ter oder Fett in hölzernen Büchschen aufbewahrt.“28 Hermann Rehse, ein weiterer deut-
scher Forscher, schrieb 1910 ebenfalls über die westlich des Viktoriasees gelegene, dicht 
an Uganda grenzende, Landschaft Kiziba (zeitgenössisch auch „Uheia“): „Der augen-
blickliche Herrscher des Landes heisst Mutahangarua, d. h. der Gefürchtete. Derselbe 
führt den Titel mukama (Melker oder Milchmann), was ins Deutsche übertragen unge-
fähr unserem König, Herrscher oder Fürst entsprechen würde.“29 Rehse empfahl des-
halb, die Region – im Nordwesten begrenzt durch den Kagera-Fluss, im Nordosten 
durch den Victoriasee – als Königreich zu bezeichnen. Rehses Information weist deut-
lich auf die gesellschaftliche Bedeutung der Milch hin, denn hier wie in anderen Teilen 
der Region ist der Herrscher nicht nur im Namen, sondern ebenso rituell an Rinder und 
Milch gebunden. Milch ist das edelste aller Nahrungsmittel. In Kiziba war Milch „ein 
seltener Artikel“, da den Kälbern vor dem Melken der Kühe die Gelegenheit gegeben 
wurde, die Milch zu trinken. „Wer nur über eine Kuh verfügt, kann sich das Trinken von 
Milch nur dann gestatten, wenn er auf das Bereiten von Butter verzichtet. Im allgemei-
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status of “Girl Bride”. Also, I interviewed the brides that had been photographed in 
Ṣan‛ā by the Jewish photographer Yihye Haybi in the years 1927–1944. 

Labbah, Lazem, Khoratah and Aqrabe mentioned here are in the farm of my M.A. 
thesis and never published before. I would like to thank all the Yemenite women who 
shared with me their knowledge. The thesis is dedicated to them.

The M. A. research was made possible by a grant from The Robert H. and Clarice 
Smith Center for Art History of the Hebrew University Jerusalem (http://www.smith-
center.huji.ac.il/index.htm). I am grateful for their help and their warm support. 

Some ideas of my Ph.D dissertation are included in the article as well. The Ph.D re-
search was made possible by a grant from The Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture 
(http://www.mfjc.org/mission.html). I am grateful for their help and their warm support.
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