
A s the war in Yemen approached 
its fifth year last January, a story 
emerged about the country’s small 

Jewish community. Most Yemenite Jews 
fled Yemen after the establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948, but reports at 
the beginning of this year indicated that 
67 Jews remain in the war-torn country, 
living in an enclosed compound in the 
capital Sana’a, under the protection 
of the Yemenite army and existing on 
humanitarian aid provided by a local 
organisation funded by a British charity. 

As the situation for Yemen’s Jews 
has worsened, I have uncovered my 
photographs of Jewish Yemen, taken nearly 
40 years ago. They show the thriving Jewish 
life that once existed there. 

In 1982, I organised an evening 
dedicated to artists at the first Festival 
of Jewish Culture in France. The theme 
of the programme was Tradition and 
Modernity, and among the artists I invited 
was a young photographer named Frédéric 
Brenner, who had just finished an as yet 
unpublished series of images of Jerusalem’s 
ultra-Orthodox district, Me’ah She’arim. 
Although I was primarily a painter at the 
time, I had already begun experimenting 
with photography, and I could see how 
extraordinary Brenner’s work was.

The next year we started travelling 
and working together on what would 
become the 20-year diaspora photography 
project, which Brenner had just begun and 
which culminated in the book Diaspora: 

Homelands in Exile and a travelling 
exhibition.

Our first trip together was to the Jewish 
community of Djerba, an island off the 
coast of Tunisia, on Sukkot in 1983. It was 
there that I realised that I, too, should bring 
my camera on these trips, first to capture 
Frédéric in the act of taking pictures, but 
also to have a chance to experiment with 
my own photography. In October, when 
we made our first trip to Yemen, I took my 
camera, as well as my paintbrushes.

We had learned of the last Jewish 
communities of Yemen from the architects 
Pascal and Maria Marechaux, who 
studied the traditional earth architecture 
of Yemen, touring the country on a 
motorcycle to see the gorgeous painted ©
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Yemen’s Jews caught in time
In the 1980s, Myriam Tangi visited Yemen with the photographer Frédéric Brenner. Travelling to remote 
villages they uncovered the country’s last Jewish communities and captured their lives on camera. Here 
Tangi describes a remarkable glimpse into a world that has disappeared forever

houses and the unique mud-brick 
buildings, some of them hundreds of years 
old and 70 feet high. They had come across 
small Jewish communities in their travels. 
These were the remnants of an ancient 
community that, by legend, goes back to 
the Queen of Sheba’s visit to King Solomon 
or, perhaps, to the period immediately 
following the destruction of the First 
Temple in Jerusalem. 

In 1949 and 1950, the vast majority of 
Yemenite Jews, almost 50,000 of them, had 
been spirited to Israel on transport planes 
flying out of Aden in the famous Operation 
Kanfei Nesharim (On Eagle’s Wings, an 
allusion to Exodus 19:4). Very little was 
known of those who remained, and few 
foreigners travelled to Yemen.

Having arrived on tourist visas, we 
made our way to different villages across 
the country, including Beit Sinan in the 
Arhab district, about an hour north of 
Sana’a, the capital. We could not tell our 
guides or hosts that we were interested 
in meeting Jews, both for their safety 
and our own. Instead, we would visit the 
local sheikh and ask him, through our 

interpreter, about his village. Since Jews 
were restricted to certain trades, most 
famously to making exquisite silver filigree 
bracelets or necklaces, we would say that 
we wanted to buy jewellery. 

Other crafts that were considered 
beneath Muslims and hence practised 
by Jews included metalworking, 
leatherworking, and, among the women, 
basket-weaving.

Jews had the traditional status of 
dhimmis, protected but decidedly second-
class citizens, as non-Muslims living under 
Islamic law. They were not allowed to own 
land and lived under the protection of 
the sheikh of the village or the city where 
they lived. The relationship between the 
community and the sheikh was often warm 
and even friendly.

More visibly, Jewish men were not 
allowed to wear the janbiya, a short, curved 
dagger that all Yemenite Muslim men wear. 
Muslim men could also enter a Jewish 
home at any time, unannounced, except 
on Shabbat. Nonetheless, the day-to-day 
relations between local Jews and their 
Muslim neighbours often seemed convivial 

and the pace of life was slow. 
From the outside, it often looked idyllic: 

children learning with their teacher, all 
sharing the same book (many learned to 
read upside down, a practice for which 
the Jewish community was apparently 
famous). In the long, slow afternoons, the 
men would talk and chew khat leaves.

As a woman, I could spend time 
with the Jewish women and sometimes 
photographed them while they were 
working (cooking, sewing, making baskets) 
or in their home. As we travelled, we 
observed that the villages closer to Sana’a 
had stricter dress codes. The Jewish women 
in outlying villages did not wear a niqab, 
which covered the whole face, as all the 
Muslim women did. Instead, they wore 
veils that covered only their hair, but as one 
neared the capital, the veils grew larger.

From left clockwise: A Jewish girl and Arab girl 
(covered), Al Ajar, Haïdan, Saada district, 1983; The 
mori (Yemenite Hebrew word for rabbi or teacher) 
before the ritual slaughter of a chicken, Beit Sinan, 
Arhab, 1986; Wadi Amlah, 1984; Al Ajar, Haïdan, 
Saada district, 1984; woman weaving a basket,  
Wadi Amlah, 1984
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Not all of these small and dispersed 
communities had their own synagogues. 
We understood from our interactions with 
a particular community that one family 
owned a Torah scroll and that other Jews 
would gather in this family’s home for 
prayer services as it was forbidden to visit 
the local synagogue.

Unlike in Yemeni Muslim society, 
Jewish men and women ate together 
at family meals and participated more 
together in family life. Frédéric and I were 
able to share a memorable Shabbat meal 
with the Lewi family in ‘the village of the 
Jews’, Al Ajar. It was a four-hour drive up 

steep mountain roads east of the city of 
Saada to get there, but it was a rare and 
emotional moment for all of us.

After this three-week trip, we knew 
that we had to return. There was simply so 
much to see and understand of Yemenite 
Jewish life, its beauties and its difficulties. 
Moreover, photographs of this sort 
cannot be taken until one has established 
relationships, developed a rapport and 
found the perfect moment. Sometimes 
we really found that moment, and the 
image seemed to capture a person – this 
particular Jew, this particular way of life 
– but often we did not find it and felt the 
need to return, to try again.

We returned on Purim 1984, and 
again in 1986, after our wedding. On that 
trip, since we did not have a translator, 
we decided that I would translate. I 
had a largely passive understanding of 
Judaeo-Arabic from my parents, who were 
Moroccan Jews, and so I took a crash course 
in the Yemenite dialect with a professor 
in Jerusalem the month before our trip. 
It was wonderful to speak directly with 
the Yemenite Jews, and since we knew the 

places and the people already, we spent 
more time just being there, waiting for the 
right moment to take photos. I even had 
time to paint.

We estimated that there were between 
300 and 400 Jews left in Yemen when we 
visited. In 1992–3, some 200 were flown to 
Israel in a covert operation coordinated by 
the Jewish Agency. In 2016, in the midst of 
Yemen’s ongoing civil war, a group from the 
town of Raydah and a family of five from 
Sana’a were also taken to Israel. 

Just a few decades ago, this country 
had given us the impression of travelling 
back to biblical times and allowed us to 
experience a different rhythm of life, 
typified by laid-back afternoons spent 
chewing khat leaves. The photos of 
Yemenite Jews that we took 30-odd years 
ago record a world that no longer exists.  n

Myriam Tangi lives in Paris and is a painter, 
photographer and poet. Her photographic essay 
Mehitza: Seen by Women is published by Gefen 
and was shown at the Museum of Art and History 
of Judaism in Paris in 2015. Her first book of poetry 
received an award from the Académie française.©
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Clockwise from top left: Beit Sinan, Arhab, 
1984; In the mufredj (living room): the mori 
(teacher) is making tsitsit (tassels for the prayer 
shawl) while children are studying and the wife is 
breastfeeding. In the foreground there is a hookah. 
Meals were eaten sitting on the floor around the 
cooking pot in the middle of the room. Beit Sinan, 
Arhab, 1986; Al Ajar, Haïdan, Saada district; Beit 
Sinan, Arhab, 1986; Beit Sinan, Arhab, 1986

Above: Al Ajar, Haïdan, Saada district, 1984; Below: 
Myriam Tangi and Frédéric Brenner in Yemen, 1986
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