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People of the Book is a fictionalized history of a real book, the Sarajevo haggadah, which is currently on display in the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzgovina. It is known to date back at least as far as 1350 A.D. in Barcelona, but may be older, since its exact origins in time and place are not known. A haggadah is the Jewish prayer book which is read aloud during the Passover dinner. It explains the symbolic significance of each item in the meal and gives thanks to God for the deliverance of Pharaoh's Hebrew slaves from Egypt. Most haggadahs from the Middle Ages are not illustrated since figurative art was considered to be a violation of the commandment prohibiting the making of graven images. 

This prayer book is written on bleached calfskin and is illustrated in copper and gold. It opens with 34 pages of illustrations of Old Testament stories from Creation through the death of Moses. Its pages are stained with wine presumably from use during the Passover meal. Its value in 1991 was estimated at $7 million. 

Geraldine Brooks tells us the story of an Australian book conservator, Hanna Heath, whose job it is to restore the Sarajevo haggadah. She is fascinated by the quality of the parchment , ink, and illustrations which are done in the style of Christian illuminated manuscripts. She is also appalled by an inferior attempt to patch the binding. She finds a number of unaccountable details which seem to be inconsistent with the putative time and place of origin of this work. 

The novel becomes part history, part mystery. The chapters alternate between the present time (1996) and the past. The historical chapters unfold in reverse chronological order, initially telling us how the haggadah was rescued from intentional destruction in several different centuries in several different countries, later telling us how it was created. Eventually we learn the answers to all of Hanna's questions about the book including who wrote the text, who designed the illustrations, and what had happened to the binding. 

At this point I would like to untangle the chronological sequence of the historical chapters. A White Hair is the chapter set in the earliest time period: 1480 in Seville. It tells the story of Zahra, the daughter of an elderly Muslim man who is murdered by robbers as his caravan crosses the desert. 

Fourteen-year-old Zahra, disguised as a boy, is sold into slavery, where an artist Hooman teaches her to paint illuminated drawings, then gives her to Nura, the emir's captive first wife, to paint her nude portrait. Nura is a Castilian Christian and teaches Zahra about the Christian book of hours. She gives Zahra to a Jewish physician in return for his medical care. He is famous for his drawings of medicinal herbs and teaches Zahra about the Passover feast. He has a deaf mute son Benjamin, and Zahra decides to create a set of illustrations to tell Benjamin the story of the exodus from Egypt and the Passover dinner, using Hooman's beautiful pigments and fine brushes made from cat's hair. She paints other scenes from the Old Testament, including the Creation and the Flood. 

The next chapter in this chronology is Saltwater set in Tarragona, Spain. David ben Shousan buys Zahra's illustrations from Benjamin, the doctor's son, and has them bound into the haggadah he is making for his nephew's wedding. He recalls the Convivencia when Muslims, Jews, and Christians in 

Spain peacefully coexisted for hundreds of years. But the year is 1492 and King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, under the influence of her confessor, declare in the Alhambra Decree that all Jews in Spain must convert to Christianity or be expelled from the country. David ben Shousan's daughter Ruti takes the newly bound book and her newborn nephew and escapes. 

In Venice in 1609 the rabbi Judah Aryeh receives the haggadah from a wealthy woman Reyna de Serena, a Portuguese Jew who had feigned conversion to Christianity when she left Portugal. The haggadah had been given to her by Ruti's nephew when he was her servant. The rabbi presents the book to Father Vistorini, the censor of Venice, so that he may inspect it and declare it to be inoffensive to the Church. Vistorini initially balks, then writes “revisto” (meaning “reviewed”) in it, then refuses to sign and date his approval. The rabbi leaves in tears, has a heart attack, and dies. We learn Vistorini was really a Jew. In an inebriated state, he signs and dates his “revisto”, saving the haggadah from the bonfire. 

In Vienna in 1894 a museum has given book restorer Florian Mittl the haggadah to repair. He is dying of syphilis and has been told by his Jewish physician Hirschfelt that there is no sure cure, only an experimental treatment which is very expensive. Mittl offers Hirschfelt the museum's haggadah as payment. Hirschfelt removes the beautiful silver roses on the clasps of the book and has them made into earrings for his mistress, then gives the haggadah back to Mittl, who creates a cheap cover and binding for the book as his brain is unable to remember how to do the job properly. 

In 1940 in Sarajevo the Muslim Serif Kamal, chief librarian at the National Museum, hides Lola, the teenage daughter of a Jewish family sent to the concentration camp by the Ustashe, the Croatian army complicit with the Nazis. He also saves the Sarajevo haggadah, one of the Museum's greatest treasures, by tucking it into his pants shortly before the arrival of Nazi General Faber, who comes to the museum specifically to take and destroy this book. (This really happened!) Kamal then takes Lola and the 

haggadah out into the countryside, hiding Lola with a Muslim family and hiding the haggadah in a mosque library. 

The story resumes in 1996 when an Australian book conservator, Hanna Heath, is hired to restore the haggadah with funding from the United Nations. There are three subplots set in the present day, one involving Hanna's tortured relationship with mother Sarah Heath, a famous Australian neurosurgeon, one detailing her romantic dalliance with Ozren Karaman, chief librarian of the National Museum, and one about the discovery that the haggadah at the National Museum is a copy of the original, which has 

been transported to Yad Vashem, Israel's Holocaust Museum. 

But the larger theme of this book is the question of why different religious groups hate each other and how individuals within these groups are able to transcend ethnic prejudice and befriend people of other religions. 

There are several references to the Convivencia (“the coexistence”) when Muslims, Christians, and Jews lived together peacefully in Spain. This spanned the years from the Muslim Umayyad conquest of Hispania in 711 to the Christian reconquest in 1492. In Sarajevo, known as the European Jerusalem, synagogues, mosques, and churches had been located on the same block without friction among the different groups of worshipers since 1565. Several chapters in this book present the Catholic church as the main source of anti-Semitism, especially, of course, during the Inquisitions in Spain and Venice. It also depicts a more broadly based anti-Semitism in late 19th century Vienna. Muslims in this book are portrayed as not anti-Semitic but are engaged in a Holy War against Christians during the Middle Ages. 

The war seems to be as much about territory as about religion. 

Individuals who reach across the ethnic divide include Zahra, the teenage Muslim artist who designs the illuminated pages for the deaf mute Benjamin, Father Vistorini whose signature saves the haggadah from the auto-da-fe, and Serif Kamal who risks his life to save Lola and the haggadah from the Nazis. 

Characters in this book based on real people include Father Vistorini, whose signature does appear inside the cover of the Sarajevo haggadah and Serif Kamal, based on Derris Korkut, the librarian of the National Museum. 

The central figure in the contemporary chapters is Hanna Heath, an emotionally unavailable, career-obsessed book conservator, raised by a single, unloving mother who makes no attempt to conceal her disdain for her daughter or her daughter's career. She even avoids meeting with Hanna on the few occasions when they happened to be in the same city in Europe, far from their native Australia. 

Two other historical religious mystery best sellers come to mind as one reads this book and Geraldine Brooks was certainly aware of them. The question is to what extent they influenced her writing consciously or subconsciously. One can not help but note certain parallels between the contemporary chapters of this book and The da Vinci Code published five years earlier. Each concerns a holy book with an untold story and a rare book expert with unconventional methods who stirs up trouble. The 

seemingly inexplicable findings in the Sarajevo haggadah, such as the butterfly wing, wine stains, salt crystals, and cat hairs, seemed comparable to the trail of brain teasers in The da Vinci Code. The two principal characters in each work fall in love, albeit briefly. The challenging feat of replacing the fake haggadah with the real one in a heavily guarded and monitored room in a museum compared with some of the hair-raising escapades of Robert Langdon and Sophie Neveu in Dan Brown's work. However, The da Vinci Code seems slick and superficial compared to People of the Book. 

The historical chapters of this book share certain elements with Umberto Ecco's The Name of the Rose, set in Northern Italy in 1327: the vividly realized characters and detailed and exhaustively researched settings, especially in this work Venice of 1609, Vienna of 1894, and Sarajevo of 1942. Both works depict the physical and mental horrors of the Inquisition. Both dealt with a real historically important book that had survived for centuries, a book that some had wanted to destroy because of what it stood 

for. Both dealt with profound moral issues: ethnic prejudice in People of the Book and control of knowledge in The Name of the Rose. 

This book may also be indebted to James Michener's novel The Source. In it Michener uses the artifacts from multiple levels of an archaeological dig to recreate the history of the Jewish people from the premonotheistic era to the founding of the state of Israel. 

People of the Book received mixed reviews. Lisa Fugard in the Sunday Book Review wrote “Brooks' extensive research is evident throughout but she occasionally chokes her storytelling with historical detail. Her dialogue can also be heavy with exposition.” She praises the portrayal of some of the 

historic characters, particularly Domenico Vistorini and Zahra. She is more critical of the depiction of Hanna's romance with Ozren and her “disastrous and at times melodramatic relationship with her mother.” 

Jonathan Yardley in the Washington Post calls this book “intelligent, thoughtful, gracefully written and original. It's a book that rests comfortably in a place we too often imagine to be a no-man's land between popular fiction and literature. Brooks tells a believable and engaging story about sympathetic but imperfect characters but also does the business of literature, exploring serious themes and writing about them in handsome prose.” 

Janet Maslin in the New York Times praises the author's historical research and nobility of purpose. She especially likes the chapter in which Serif Kamal rescues the haggadah and Lola from the Nazis, but she feels that too much research made the book “more admirable than gripping”. She finds the 

story of Hanna's personal life contrived. 

I will conclude by saying that the consensus seems to be that the historical chapters were not only well researched but also the best written and most moving chapters in the book. 

*************************************************************
Questions for Discussion
1.  Which of the historical characters in this book is most sympathetic, and why?

2.  This book is historical fiction. Do the historical chapters ring true?

3.  Does Hanna Heath develop as a person as a result of her experiences while restoring the Sarajevo Haggadah?
4.  Would you classify this book as popular fiction, literature, or both?

5.  Do the contemporary chapters add to the story or detract from it?

