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face is wide and flat with pointed cheekbones, and his lips are too 
thin.’ The novel moves quickly and does not flinch from moral and 
political engagement: we are asked to consider what is good and 
what is criminal, and whether direct violence is always as evil as the 
indirect kind that also kills. 
      It falls upon the characters to flesh out this irony, and here Ruby-
Sachs both succeeds and fails, as the black characters come richly 
alive, but others, in particular the white girl, Claire, and the schem-
ing businessman, Dadoo, remain too thin to carry what they stand 
for. In addition, by withholding key information to create dramatic 
tension, Ruby-Sachs risks causing her readers to feel manipulated. 
I did not need this kind of suspense to feel involved and would have 
preferred tension of a subtler, deeper kind. Nevertheless I appreci-
ated this author’s unsentimental portrayal of so-called development, 
her deft prose and sure-eyed focus on well-researched characters. At 
the end of the novel, albeit case solved, police chief Afrika does not 
congratulate herself but is down on her knees, praying for forgive-
ness; in these strange times such humility seems key. 

— Cathy Stonehouse

Sadru Jetha, Nuri Does Not Exist, Talonbooks, 2011
Stephen Kelman, Pigeon English, Anansi, 2011

Nuri Does Not Exist is, at heart, a gripping collection of short stories 
that explores the transient, multiple, unstable categories of identity 
to which we attempt to bind ourselves. Its author, Sadru Jetha, born 
and raised in Zanzibar, immigrated to Canada. Nuri, the novel’s pro-
tagonist, has a similar biography. In form reminiscent of a memoir, 
Nuri’s tale begins with his life in Zanzibar, already removed from the 
home of his recent Indian ancestors. His nationality transforms to 
Tanzanian after the Zanzibar Revolution, only to shift to Canadian 
upon his settlement in Calgary. With each move, Nuri fashions an-
other layer for his cloak of identity.
      When Nuri is a boy, his watchful grandmother explains through 
a ‘bulging’ mouthful of paan that Nuri is not his real name. He learns 
early in life that he must construct another identity to protect his 
true self. Using an alias shields him from the will of evil spirits be-
cause not knowing his real name, the spirits cannot locate him. Thus 
‘the real [Nuri] is unharmed.’ This trend of self-invention, of masking 
one’s essential identity, continues throughout Nuri’s life as he moves 
from nation to nation. In Canada he is called ‘Nick,’ adding another 
false name, another guard. As a consequence, however, Nuri asks, 
‘[w]ho, what is the real me?’ 
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      While Nuri learns to shield himself with diverse written and 
spoken names, he is also encouraged to adopt a different accent: BBC 
English. Pushed by his father, he studies English intently, eventu-
ally aspiring to achieve what his father could not. Not only is Nuri 
not-Indian in government documents that both reify and restrain his 
identity, but he sidelines his Indian heritage through the adopted 
British vernacular. He assumes a guise that further buries the ‘real’ 
self his grandmother urges him to protect.
 In the stories’ most revealing commentary, the English are de-
scribed as ‘never what they appear to be.’ The meticulous construc-
tion of Nuri’s identity is mirrored by the false self-presentation that he 
sees as a pervasive feature of English culture. He notes incongruities 
and pretence in English grammar and spelling, but observes that the 
‘only way to tell what the English think is to look at what they do.’ 
Later, Nuri claims that ‘English speech comes from the mouth and 
not from the heart.’ This perceptive comment reveals a constructiv-
ist understanding of human identity. For both the English and Nuri, 
identity is performance: it is ‘what they do.’ 
      Jetha masterfully weaves the tension between constructed and 
intrinsic selfhood into every page. Indeed, the notion of a single iden-
tity is, for Nuri, a myth. Ultimately, his uncertainty about the coher-
ence of his identity perhaps makes him ‘a good Canadian’ after all.

Shortlisted for the 2011 Man Booker Prize, Stephen Kelman’s debut 
novel Pigeon English is the tale of a Ghanaian boy’s attempts to sur-
vive the violence of an impoverished, squalid London neighbourhood. 
Tonally pitch-perfect, Harri Opuku’s naive, eleven-year-old narra-
tive voice brightens a dim and crime-ridden world, infusing it with 
humour and humanity. The story opens with the bloody murder of 
Damiloa Taylor, Harri’s peer, and the reader immediately feels the 
tingling imminence of danger. 
      In the midst of a grimy world of drugs and crime, Harri’s curious 
and innocent musings lure the reader closer. The fact that Harri is 
at risk emanates from every page. Pressured into the activities of the 
Dell Farm Crew gang, Harri begins to imitate the violent tendencies 
of his environment. But it is clear from the novel’s first page that 
Harri possesses a rare gift: he is preoccupied with the whimsies of 
his imagination. Upon seeing Damiloa’s dead body, Harri focuses on 
him, as if his stares might ‘make the blood move and go back in the 
shape of a boy.’ He thinks he ‘could bring him back that way.’  This 
proclivity for empathy through imagination prevents him from com-
mitting violence.
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      Much of the novel concerns Harri’s attempts to understand 
Damiloa’s murder and to discover who did it. His naiveté undercuts 
his investigation. In one scene, his interlocutor is referred to only as 
‘Suspect,’ despite any evidence against him. His enduring hope that 
he can help, however, makes him susceptible to the neighbourhood’s 
gang activity. He is drawn irrevocably into the violent world just as 
he tries to unravel its fatal consequences. 
      As the play-on-words in the title suggests, language signifies a 
point at which Harri’s Ghanaian culture and British culture meet. 
Frequently uttering ‘asweh’ and ‘hutious,’ words that are amalgams 
unique to Ghanaian-English, Harri is bemused by the idiosyncrasies 
of the English language, just as Nuri is. He notes that ‘there’s a hell 
of different words for everything. It’s for if you forget one, there’s 
always another one left over. It’s very helpful.’ Kelman’s prose is 
strong. He never wavers from the repetitive syntax of the eleven-year-
old schoolboy.  
      The relationship that Harri develops with a feral pigeon is simul-
taneously the strongest and weakest device in Kelman’s novel. These 
passages are fascinating even if, at times, they seem irrelevant to 
the story. The pigeon’s voice provides crucial insights into the world 
that Harri cannot. The pigeon recalls the first time he trod on an ant, 
‘and with an infant stamp made the moving still, the present past. 
Such power….’  It is as tempting to think that we are detached from 
such desire for power as it is to enact it. One wonders if the pigeon’s 
woes about the ‘food chain asserting itself’ deliberately parallel the 
systemic violence of this inner-city neighbourhood, in which survival 
is the ultimate game.
      Harri’s realisation that he needs protection comes too late. His 
attempts to do good fall flat. He is a single ‘raindrop’ in the sea. 
He says, ‘Maybe I don’t have what it takes to be a detective after 
all. Maybe it’s just too risky.’ His efforts to gain protection through 
superpowers by eating crab apples remind us that he is one of many 
threatened innocents, too small to alter the worst of his social en-
vironment on his own. In the novel’s final pages, Kelman prompts 
readers to question the conditions that led to the fatal stabbing of a 
young boy. Unlike Nuri, Harri’s fortune falls short. Though he tries 
out various identities as gangster, detective, and student, his cloak 
unravels around him before he can learn to wear it to his advantage.

— Spencer Underwood


