the bone people by keri hulme

the bone people by keri hulme stands as a powerful and complex novel, a true literary
masterpiece that continues to resonate with readers and critics alike. This comprehensive
exploration delves into the intricate tapestry of Keri Hulme's award-winning work,
examining its profound themes, unforgettable characters, and the unique literary style that
defines it. We will journey through the narrative's core, uncovering the symbolism
embedded within its pages, and understanding the cultural and historical context that
shapes this unforgettable story. Prepare to immerse yourself in the raw emotional
landscape and profound philosophical questions presented by this seminal work of New
Zealand literature.
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Keri Hulme: The Author and Her Vision

Keri Hulme, the visionary author behind The Bone People, crafted a novel that is deeply
rooted in her own heritage and experiences. Born in New Zealand in 1947, Hulme drew
heavily from her Maori and European ancestry, weaving a rich cultural and historical
narrative into her writing. Her intention was not merely to tell a story, but to explore the
complexities of identity, the lingering effects of colonization, and the interconnectedness of
humanity with the natural world. Hulme's literary output is characterized by its unflinching
honesty, its lyrical prose, and its profound engagement with spiritual and philosophical
questions. The Bone People, her debut novel, published in 1983, became an instant
success, garnering critical acclaim and winning the prestigious Booker Prize in 1985, a
landmark achievement for New Zealand literature. This success solidified Hulme's
reputation as a significant voice in contemporary literature.

Unpacking the Core Themes of The Bone People

The power of The Bone People lies in its exploration of profound and interconnected themes
that resonate deeply with the human condition. Hulme masterfully interweaves these ideas,
creating a narrative that is both intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant. The
novel serves as a powerful commentary on the lingering impacts of historical injustices and
the enduring search for wholeness.

Identity and Belonging

At the heart of The Bone People is a searing exploration of identity, particularly for those
caught between cultures or grappling with a sense of displacement. Kerewin Holmes, the
novel's protagonist, embodies this struggle, her life a testament to the search for selfhood



in a world that often feels alienating. The novel questions what it means to belong, both to
a place and to a community, and the internal conflicts that arise when one feels
disconnected from their roots or their present circumstances. The characters' journeys are
marked by a continuous effort to define themselves beyond societal expectations and
historical burdens.

Race and Colonization

The legacy of colonization is a pervasive and critical theme throughout The Bone People.
Hulme confronts the historical and ongoing impact of European settlement on Maori culture
and identity. The novel doesn't shy away from depicting the pain, alienation, and systemic
discrimination faced by indigenous peoples. Through her characters, Hulme highlights the
complexities of interracial relationships and the challenges of navigating a society shaped
by colonial power dynamics. The narrative serves as a vital space for re-examining
historical narratives and acknowledging the ongoing repercussions of past actions.

Spirituality and the Sacred

Spirituality permeates every aspect of The Bone People, offering a lens through which the
characters seek meaning and connection. Hulme integrates Maori spiritual beliefs and
practices into the narrative, emphasizing the sacredness of the natural world and the
ancestral connections that bind people. The novel suggests that true healing and
understanding can be found through a reconnection with these spiritual dimensions. The
concept of the "sacred" is not confined to formal religion but extends to the land, the sea,
and the profound mysteries of existence, offering solace and guidance to those who are
open to it.

Trauma and Healing

The novel unflinchingly portrays the deep wounds inflicted by trauma, both personal and
collective. Characters in The Bone People carry the burdens of past abuse, loss, and
societal oppression. Hulme depicts the arduous and often non-linear process of healing,
suggesting that it requires acknowledgment, confrontation, and ultimately, a willingness to
embrace vulnerability. The path to recovery is not easy, involving moments of regression
and intense emotional struggle, mirroring the reality of profound psychological and
emotional recovery.

The Power of Community

Despite the pervasive themes of isolation and trauma, The Bone People ultimately
celebrates the redemptive power of community. The unconventional bonds formed between
Kerewin, Simon, and Hugh become a source of strength, support, and ultimately, healing.



The novel posits that genuine connection, forged through shared experience and mutual
understanding, can be a powerful force against despair. This found family challenges
traditional notions of belonging and demonstrates the profound impact of chosen
relationships on individual well-being.

Key Characters and Their Significance

The enduring power of The Bone People is significantly attributed to its richly drawn and
complex characters. Each individual contributes a unique perspective and embodies crucial
aspects of the novel's overarching themes, making their interrelationships a central driving
force of the narrative.

Kerewin Holmes: The Protagonist's Journey

Kerewin Holmes is the enigmatic and often troubled protagonist around whom the narrative
revolves. A Maori woman of mixed heritage, she is an artist and a recluse, living on a
remote island and struggling with a profound sense of alienation and disillusionment. Her
journey is one of immense personal growth and transformation as she grapples with her
past traumas and learns to open herself to love and connection. Kerewin’s internal
struggles reflect the broader themes of identity and belonging explored in the novel,
making her a relatable and compelling figure for readers.

Simon: The Enigmatic Boy

Simon is a mysterious and almost spectral boy who appears on Kerewin’s doorstep, drawing
her into a complex and often dangerous entanglement. His origins are shrouded in mystery,
and he seems to possess an almost supernatural connection to the elements and to the
hidden forces of the world. Simon represents the innocence, vulnerability, and primal
essence that Kerewin seeks to protect and understand. His presence acts as a catalyst for
Kerewin’s own emotional and spiritual awakening, forcing her to confront her own demons.

Hugh: The Complex Figure

Hugh is a significant figure in Kerewin’s life, an individual marked by his own history of
trauma and emotional scarring. He represents the darker aspects of human experience, the
struggle for control, and the potential for both destruction and redemption. His interactions
with Kerewin and Simon are fraught with tension and reveal the complexities of human
relationships, particularly those forged in the crucible of shared pain. Hugh’s presence
highlights the multifaceted nature of trauma and its impact on individual behavior and
choices.



Himi: The Keeper of Tradition

Himi, an elder and a significant figure within the local community, embodies the wisdom
and resilience of Maori tradition. He serves as a mentor and a source of spiritual guidance,
connecting the younger generation to their ancestral roots and the ancient knowledge of
their people. Himi’s character offers a counterpoint to the alienation experienced by some
of the other characters, representing the enduring strength and continuity of cultural
heritage. He plays a crucial role in guiding Kerewin towards a deeper understanding of
herself and her place in the world.

Symbolism and Imagery in The Bone People

Keri Hulme masterfully employs rich symbolism and evocative imagery to imbue The Bone
People with layers of meaning, transforming the narrative into a profound exploration of the
spiritual and natural worlds.

The Sea and its Meanings

The sea is a dominant and multifaceted symbol throughout The Bone People. It represents
the vastness of the unconscious, the untamed forces of nature, and the source of both life
and destruction. For Kerewin, the sea is a constant companion, a mirror to her own
turbulent emotions, and a place where she can connect with her ancestral past and spiritual
inclinations. The ebb and flow of the tides parallel the cyclical nature of life, death, and
rebirth that the characters experience.

The Bone People's Connection to the Land

The land, particularly the rugged and untamed landscapes of New Zealand, is presented as
a sentient entity with its own spiritual power. The characters' connection to the land is deep
and intrinsic, reflecting the Maori worldview of guardianship and interconnectedness. The
soil, the rocks, and the flora and fauna are not merely backdrops but active participants in
the characters' lives and spiritual journeys. This connection underscores the theme of
belonging and the vital importance of respecting and honoring the natural world.

The Significance of Dreams

Dreams play a pivotal role in The Bone People, serving as a conduit to the subconscious,
the ancestral realm, and the deeper truths of existence. The characters’ dreamscapes are
often vivid and symbolic, revealing hidden desires, fears, and premonitions. Hulme uses
dreams to transcend the limitations of waking reality, allowing for a more profound
exploration of the characters’ inner lives and their spiritual connections. These nocturnal



journeys offer insights that are often unattainable through rational thought alone.

The Narrative Style and Language of Keri Hulme

Keri Hulme's distinctive literary style is a crucial element in the power and memorability of
The Bone People, characterized by its lyrical beauty and its conscious use of language to
evoke emotion and meaning.

Prose and Poetic Language

The prose in The Bone People is often described as poetic and incantatory. Hulme
masterfully blends descriptive passages with moments of profound introspection, creating a
rhythm and cadence that draws the reader into the narrative's emotional core. Her use of
vivid imagery, sensory details, and evocative metaphors imbues the text with a dreamlike
quality, enhancing the novel's spiritual and mystical dimensions. The language itself
becomes a character, shaping the reader's perception of the world within the novel.

The Use of Maori Language

A significant aspect of Hulme's narrative style is her deliberate and integrated use of the
Maori language, te reo Maori. These words and phrases are not merely decorative but are
essential to conveying cultural nuances, spiritual concepts, and the authentic voice of her
characters. The inclusion of te reo Maori grounds the novel in its specific cultural context
and adds a layer of authenticity and depth that is integral to the story's themes of identity
and heritage. This linguistic choice enriches the reader's understanding and appreciation of
the Maori worldview.

Critical Reception and Literary Impact

Upon its release, The Bone People garnered significant critical acclaim, both within New
Zealand and internationally. Its win of the Booker Prize in 1985 was a watershed moment,
bringing global attention to New Zealand literature and the unique voice of Keri Hulme.
Critics lauded the novel for its ambition, its thematic depth, and its groundbreaking
exploration of Maori culture and identity. The book was praised for its raw emotional
honesty, its intricate symbolism, and its challenging yet rewarding narrative structure.
Despite some initial debate surrounding its complexity, its literary merit was widely
recognized, establishing it as a cornerstone of contemporary world literature.



The Enduring Legacy of The Bone People

More than four decades after its publication, The Bone People continues to be studied,
discussed, and revered. Its exploration of identity, race, spirituality, and trauma remains
profoundly relevant in contemporary society. The novel’s impact extends beyond literary
circles, contributing to a broader understanding and appreciation of Maori culture and the
enduring effects of colonization. Keri Hulme's masterpiece remains a testament to the
power of storytelling to illuminate the human spirit, to challenge societal norms, and to
foster empathy and connection across cultural divides. Its legacy is cemented as a vital
work that continues to inspire, provoke, and resonate with readers worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Keri Hulme's 'The Bone
People'?

The central theme of 'The Bone People' revolves around the search for identity, belonging,
and the integration of fragmented selves. It explores the destructive cycles of violence and
trauma, and the arduous, often painful, process of healing and reconciliation, particularly

within the context of Maori and Pakeha (European) cultures and their intertwined histories.

Who are the main characters and what are their core
conflicts?

The main characters are Kerewin Holmes, a Maori artist struggling with isolation and a past
trauma; Simon, a mysterious and violent Maori boy who becomes Kerewin's ward; and
Hugh, a talented but troubled Pakeha musician with his own demons. Their core conflicts
stem from their individual traumas, their difficult relationships with each other, and their
struggles with cultural identity and societal alienation.

What is the significance of the title 'The Bone People'?

The title 'The Bone People' refers to a mythical Maori concept, suggesting beings who carry
the ancestral bones and history within them, and who are deeply connected to the land and
their heritage. It also reflects the characters' own fragmented and broken inner selves, their
sense of being 'bones' stripped of flesh, and their quest to reclaim and reassemble their
identities.

How does Keri Hulme use language and style to convey
the novel's themes?

Hulme employs a distinctive and often experimental style, blending different voices,
registers, and even languages (including Maori). Her prose can be dense, poetic, and
visceral, mirroring the characters' internal turmoil. The use of repetition, fragmented
sentences, and shifts in perspective are crucial for conveying the fractured nature of



identity and the overwhelming emotional landscape of the novel.

What is the role of violence and trauma in 'The Bone
People'?

Violence and trauma are pervasive forces in the novel, both as direct plot elements
(Simon's past, Hugh's violence) and as underlying psychological states for the characters.
Hulme doesn't shy away from depicting the brutal consequences of violence but also
emphasizes the possibility of transcending it through love, understanding, and a
commitment to healing and connection.

How does the novel address themes of cultural identity
and the Maori/Pakeha relationship?

‘The Bone People' delves into the complexities of biculturalism in New Zealand. Kerewin's
own Maori identity is a source of both strength and internal conflict. The novel explores the
historical and ongoing tensions between Maori and Pakeha, and the struggles individuals
face in navigating these cultural landscapes and finding a sense of belonging that bridges
these divides.

What makes ‘'The Bone People' a challenging but
rewarding read?

The novel's challenging nature stems from its unconventional narrative structure, dense
prose, and unflinching exploration of difficult themes like violence, alienation, and mental
health. However, it is incredibly rewarding for its profound insights into the human
condition, its powerful portrayal of resilience, its lyrical beauty, and its exploration of the
complexities of identity and belonging.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Keri Hulme's The Bone People, with short descriptions:

1. The Bone People: While not a new title, this is the foundational work and essential
starting point. It tells the story of Kerewin Holmes, a fiercely independent Maori woman
living in isolation in New Zealand. Her life is dramatically altered by the arrival of a mute
young boy and the complex, often violent, relationships that form between them, exploring
themes of identity, alienation, violence, and healing.

2. The Bone People: A Postcolonial Reading: This hypothetical critical study would delve into
the postcolonial themes present in Hulme's novel. It would analyze how The Bone People
critigues the impact of colonization on Maori culture and identity, exploring the nuances of
language, spirituality, and the search for belonging in a land shaped by historical
oppression. The book would likely examine the novel's unique narrative structure and its
powerful evocation of the New Zealand landscape.

3. Kerewin's Journey: This title suggests a novel focusing on the character of Kerewin



Holmes, perhaps exploring her past before the events of The Bone People. It might delve
deeper into her artistic aspirations, her experiences with racism, and the psychological toll
of her isolation. The narrative would likely maintain the introspective and lyrical style of
Hulme, offering a more intimate portrait of the protagonist.

4. The Silence of the Boy: This imagined novel would likely center on the character of the
mute boy, Simon, from The Bone People. It could explore his fragmented memories, his
unspoken trauma, and his perspective on the events that brought him to Kerewin's door.
The story might use a non-linear or stream-of-consciousness approach to convey his
internal world, emphasizing the power of non-verbal communication and the struggle for
understanding.

5. Island of Ghosts: Evoking the mystical and ancestral elements in The Bone People, this
title suggests a novel that further explores Maori mythology and its connection to the land.
It might focus on the spiritual dimensions of the novel, perhaps featuring characters who
are deeply connected to the ancestral realm or who grapple with the lingering presence of
the past. The book would likely be rich in symbolism and a sense of otherworldly
enchantment.

6. Where the Waves Break: This title implies a narrative that continues to explore the
rugged New Zealand coastline and the raw emotional landscapes of its characters. It could
follow the further development of the relationships established in The Bone People, or
introduce new individuals who are similarly shaped by the environment and their personal
histories. The book would likely retain the novel's sense of wildness and untamed beauty.

7. The Bone Weaver's Song: This title suggests a novel that delves into the cultural and
spiritual significance of bones and ancestry within Maori tradition, as hinted at in The Bone
People. It might explore the rituals, beliefs, and the concept of kinship that are central to
the novel's exploration of identity. The narrative would likely weave together themes of
healing, remembrance, and the enduring power of ancestral connections.

8. Kai Tu: A Story of Resilience: "Kai Tu" is a Maori term referring to something standing
firm or resilient. This title points to a novel that amplifies the themes of survival and
strength demonstrated by the characters in The Bone People. It might follow individuals
who are overcoming significant adversity, drawing parallels to the resilience displayed by
Kerewin and Simon. The book would likely celebrate the enduring spirit in the face of
hardship.

9. Abalone Dreams: This title evokes the imagery of the sea and the symbolic weight it
carries in The Bone People. It suggests a novel that might explore themes of memory,
introspection, and the subconscious, perhaps through dreamlike sequences or a focus on
the characters' inner lives. The book could also delve into the unique ecological and cultural
significance of the coastal environment.
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