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Abstract: 

It is a short novel by Hanif Kureishi. This novel tries to see things from the perspective of a 
fifteen-year old boy. The story also describes the strained relationship between Gabriel’s parents. 
Gabriel’s father starts living apart from his family. During this period Gabriel misses his father 
badly. In a way the story describes the effect of strained relationship of parents on children. 
Gabriel’s meeting with Lester Jones, a pop artist, turns out to be a very memorable one. Lester 
gifts Gabriel a picture which he himself had made. For Gabriel this is an invaluable gift and an 
acknowledgement of his talent. The novel is also important for depicting class consciousness. It 
also shows the changing face of London after the flow of immigrants. 
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Gabriel’s Gift is also not a voluminous work. It has about hundred and eighty pages and 
most of the novel is in the form of dialogue between characters. The novel is about the life of a 
fifteen-year old boy coming to terms with his world. In between the narrative, issues relating to 
race, class and gender are taken up by Hanif Kureishi. Race is not a fundamental issue in the 
novel, gender issues are only suggested but class issues are treated in greater detail in the novel. 

The novel has attracted the attention of critics. Stephanie Zacharek remarks about the 
novel: "Gabriel's Gift" is a soft, light and springy novel, one with such a cautiously happy ending 
that you could almost call it a fairy tale. She further says that "Gabriel's Gift" is a coming-of-age 
story that suggests that no one ever really comes of age: It's simply too heartbreaking.  

Early in the novel we are introduced to the family of Gabriel, the fifteen-year old boy, 
whose father has left the house. He has started living in a different place. Obviously this has 
affected Gabriel. The class position of the family is hinted at in this part of the novel. The family 
is not very rich. Gabriel’s mother has to work in a restaurant as a waitress. Obviously she had 
depended on her husband’s income. However, she does not get much support from him. The 
family has to hire the services of a maid. She is supposed to take care of Gabriel. It is interesting 
to learn in this context that there are people who are very poor and who have to work in 
households which themselves are not very rich. Gabriel’s family cannot be described rich by any 
stretch of imagination yet it can hire the services of an au’pair. The description of Hannah, the 
au’pair, is important for not only presenting a glimpse into a different class of people but also for 
lighting up the narrative. She comes from Eastern Europe. She, because of her background is 
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always hungry. The description of her eating habit in the novel is presented in a very humorous 
manner:  

Hannah, whose only qualification with children was the possibility that she might 
once have been a child herself, at least knew how to eat. When she first arrived in 
England after spending three disoriented days in a coach admiring the motorways 
of Western Europe, she would walk around those heavens called supermarkets, 
twisting with desire and moaning under her breath like someone who had pushed 
a door marked Paradise rather than Tesco. To her, what people threw away would 
be a banquet. 

Hannah could eat for England; she saw any amount of food in front of her 
as a challenge, a food mountain to be scaled, swallowed, flattened. Once, Gabriel 
found her squeezing a tube of tomato puree down her throat. (Gabriel’s Gift 9-10) 

In fact, there are so many people coming to England from East European countries. They are 
forced by their circumstances to migrate to countries where they can get some employment. 
Hannah’s condition is not only funny but also pathetic. She is always hungry. There is never 
enough for her to eat.  

The novel also describes the time when London was changing. So many people 
belonging to different racial groups were coming to Britain. They were changing the face of 
Britain. In fact, the coming of the people of colour – black, brown and yellow – was instrumental 
in Britain following the policy of multiculturalism. The following paragraph aptly describes the 
new face of London:  

The city was no longer home to immigrants only from the former colonies, plus a 
few others: every race was present, living side by side without, most of the time, 
killing one another. It held together, this new international city called London – 
just about – without being unnecessarily anarchic or corrupt. There was, however, 
little chance of being understood in any shop. Dad once said, ‘The last time I 
visited the barber’s I came out with a cowl of couscous, half a gram of Charlie 
and a number two crop. I only went in for a shave!’ 

Their neighbourhood was changing. Only that morning a man had been 
walking down the road with a mouldy mattress on his head, which you knew he 
was going to sleep on; other men shoved supermarket trolleys up the street, 
looking for discarded junk to sell; and there were still those whose idea of 
dressing up was to shave or put their teeth in. (8) 

There was a time when Britain was largely populated by white people. The large scale 
immigration also means that the new arrivals are speaking different languages. It is not necessary 
that those who come to England are proficient in the use of English language. Hannah, for 
example is not proficient at all in the use of English language. Incidentally, many au’pairs 
worked in English households to learn English language. By working in the houses of English 
people they got a chance to learn nuances of English language. They also got a chance to master 
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their English pronunciation. Spending long hours with English children provided them an 
opportunity to brush up their command of English language. Often many students took up this 
opportunity to learn a language which was either a second language for them or, in some cases 
even a foreign language. 

Hannah gets this employment because Gabriel’s father is away. The novel is also about 
the worsening relationship of his parents. They were always fighting. Gabriel’s mother was not 
happy with his father. Father in his turn was frustrated because he realizes that he has not made 
any headway in his career. Father had the ambition of becoming a pop star. He had performed on 
stage creditably: 

From the age of fourteen, Dad had played in many long-haired, short-haired and 
now, mostly, bald bands. He could play in any style, and sing in only one. 
Gabriel’s mother called him Johnny-about-to-be-famous. Dad was smart enough 
to know that by his age you had either become successful, rich and pursued by 
lawyers, stalkers and the press, as some of his former friends had been, or you 
found something else to do. ‘Something else’, of course, was an admission of 
failure; ‘something else’ was the end. (26) 

He was part of Lester Jones’s group. Lester Jones is a big pop star. The present 
relationship of father with Lester Jones presents a kind of class conflict between people 
representing two classes of society. This conflict is not overt but is implied in Gabriel’s father’s 
self-consciousness to meet Lester Jones when he is successful. It is common experience that 
when two persons start life and one of them becomes highly successful while the other is left 
behind in the race, the less successful person either feels envious or is filled with a sense of 
despair to see the successful person. Gabriel’s father has been left far behind in this race. He is a 
failure in life. He does not have any regular employment. He has been forced to earn some 
money by doing some odd jobs. There is a conflict in his mind as to his own worth. When he is 
asked to give private lessons to the son of a film producer his initial response it to turn down this 
offer. This offer makes him conscious of his poor status in relation to Lester and other successful 
pop singers. He thinks that by acting as a teacher he will acknowledge his worthlessness. He 
thinks that he was made out for better things. Teaching is not something that he would have 
done. And to make matters worse it is not proper teaching but private lessons that he has to give 
to an unwilling pupil. It is only when Gabriel persuades his father to take up this position that he 
accepts this offer.  

The house that is taken by Gabriel’s father after he leaves his own house also tells the 
story of his class. This is not a place meant for respectable people. All the time he has to bear 
shouts and cries of people living in other flats. The people who were living in that area can 
hardly be described as respectable people. His room is extremely unorganized. Things are placed 
here and there in his room. There are hardly any items of luxury in his room.  

Lester is considered a hugely successful figure. He is a celebrity. He always has a large 
following. When he performs people go mad. However, he is not described in negative terms in 
the novel. Despite his success, his human side is very strong. He has a fine sensibility and can 
understand others feelings. He can also find time for those who are eager to meet him. Despite 

www.the-criterion.com The Criterion: An International Journal In English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol. 7, Issue III June 2016235



belonging to the highest class of society, his humanity is intact. This is reflected in his giving a 
picture to Gabriel. He had made this picture and gifted it to Gabriel. In a way he makes Gabriel’s 
day by gifting this picture because this picture could have fetched any price in an art gallery. 
Because it was a picture done by Lester himself, it was invaluable. It was also considered 
invaluable by Gabriel. Gabriel is very happy to get this gift from a successful artist. What is 
important about Lester is that he is able to see talent in others. He realizes that Gabriel has it in 
him to become successful as an artist. Gabriel had the ambition of becoming a movie maker. His 
memorable meeting with Lester fills him with hope and optimism. Pankaj Mishra aptly remarks 
that:  

In his new novel, Gabriel's Gift, Kureishi seems to be looking back at himself, at 
the young man who first received the subtle invitations of art. The problem he 
wishes to dramatise is how people trapped in the most unpromising social and 
cultural circumstances can awaken to their artistic destiny. This is an intangible 
process, not easily defined; and, although people talk at great length and go to 
many places, Gabriel's Gift contains very little by way of essential action. 
(Mishra) 

The novel also treats the issue of gender through the portrayal of alternative sexualities. 
Speedy is one such character who openly flaunts his homosexuality. The novel presents the view 
point that Speedy is comfortable with his homosexuality. In fact, he is so proud of his preference 
that he tries to theorize the link between homosexuality and genius. He believes that gays have 
made a huge contribution to the world of art. He also believes that there is a relationship between 
being gay and becoming creative.  

Gender is also very much the concern of Hanif Kureishi in the portrayal of Lester Jones. 
Lester Jones’s character has the characteristics of both man and woman. He has certain 
characteristics which can best be described feminine though he is not effeminate. Many pop 
artists undergo surgeries to change their look; others cultivate certain characteristics to give their 
personality a certain kind of orientation. The example of Michael Jackson can be recalled in this 
regard. He underwent plastic surgery many times to change his look. He also cultivated a certain 
kind of personality which had the characteristics of both man and woman. Lester also appears a 
kind of pop star who has tried to cultivate the characteristics of both man and woman. The novel 
throws the question through this instance that no characteristics are male and female and that 
they can both inhere in the same person. One’s gender can be constructed. It is not a given but is 
acquired. The following paragraph perfectly describes Lester’s present status and his unique 
sensibility: 

At that time Lester was one of the world’s biggest pop stars, idolized and 
followed by millions of fans in dozens of countries, his songs and style imitated 
by many other groups. Like most pop heroes, Lester contained the essential 
ingredients of both tenderness and violence, and was neither completely boy nor 
girl, changing continuously as he expressed and lost himself in various disguises. 
(38) 
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Gabriel’s friend Zak has a strange experience. His father discovered himself to be a 
homosexual. This discovery throws open the issue of alternative sexuality. Zak’s father has left 
his home and has taken a home with his lover. In this case the institution of marriage is seriously 
under threat in the face of alternative sexualities. There is also a reference to a person undergoing 
a sex change. This example suggests that gender is a problematic issue.   

Gabriel’s Gift will remain one of the most unique works of Hanif Kureishi. Its portrayal 
of the world of a fifteen-year old child makes this work an important work in the Kureishi’s 
canon. Anita Nair makes a very perceptive observation about Gabriel’s Gift:  

Gabriel's Gift is a book that I would recommend parents buy their grown-up 
children. So that if the time ever comes, their children will take a cue from 
Gabriel and show them the same unconditional love and sensitivity when it comes 
to forgiving their parents trespasses. (Nair) 
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