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Miryam/Mariam is one of two Semitic female names that is common and shared by Arabs 
and Jews and by the three religious communities of the land of Canaan—Muslims, Jews and 
Christians. The other name is Sarah--also common and shared in equal measure.  Nadia 
Harhash tells the story of four Mariams, meeting at their Jerusalem school reunion and 
telling their respective fates in adulthood. It is the centennial of the school, which is also the 
century covering the span of the Arab-Israeli conflict since the fall of Ottoman Jerusalem, 
and the onset of the Zionist project. Shared childhood comraderies are recalled and 
recollected as their lives diverge drastically, and meet again in a final encounter with their 
Israeli ‘other’—Tamar who is both their loving comrade and nemesis.   
 
This is the story of modern Palestine seen through the tribulations of four women. The 
narrative is framed by allegorical referencing to the two historical Mariams---Mary the virgin 
mother of God, and Mary Magdalene—the sacred whore. Each one of the four Mariams 
narrates her mundane life in a series of vignettes that encapsulates the recent history of 
Palestine through wars, massacres, uprisings, and exile. The core of the narratives however 
is not the sweeping melodrama of the national conflict, but the oppressive domesticity of 
daily struggles for survival.  
 
Nadia Harhash provides us with a rich narrative that is at once allegorical and historical, 
ethnographic and biographical.  The story of Mariamat (Mariams) subverts its own biblical 
referencing by constructing a compelling (auto)biographic tale about four contemporary 
Palestinian women. Their fate has a poignant universal appeal while grounded in the 
confines of their native culture and its dilemmas. I highly recommend this book for an 
English readership.  
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