the bone people

The Bone People is a celebrated novel by Keri Hulme, published in 1984, that intertwines
themes of identity, spirituality, and the complexities of human relationships through the
lens of New Zealand’s Maori culture. This multifaceted narrative explores the lives of its
unique characters, set against the backdrop of a hauntingly beautiful yet harsh landscape.
Hulme’s work transcends simple storytelling, delving into the realms of mythology,
memory, and the impact of trauma. In this article, we will explore the novel's characters,
themes, and its significance in both literary and cultural contexts.

Overview of The Bone People

The Bone People is not just a story; it is an experience that immerses readers in the lives of
its protagonists. The novel revolves around three main characters: Kerewin Holmes, a
reclusive artist; Simon, a mute boy with a troubled past; and Joe, a Maori fisherman. Their
lives intertwine in a narrative that is as rich as it is complex, highlighting the struggles of
love, loss, and the search for belonging.

Plot Summary

The plot unfolds in a remote coastal town in New Zealand, focusing on Kerewin, who lives in
a tower overlooking the sea. She is an artist grappling with her sense of identity and
isolation. Her life takes a turn when she encounters Simon, a mute child who has been
physically abused and is searching for his place in the world. Joe, Simon's father, is also a
pivotal character, representing a blend of Maori culture and personal turmoil.

- Kerewin's Journey: Kerewin's journey is one of self-discovery as she navigates her past
traumas and learns to confront her emotions. Her interactions with Simon and Joe force her
to confront her fears and ultimately embrace her identity.

- Simon's Silence: Simon's muteness is symbolic of deeper issues within the family and
society. His inability to communicate verbally reflects the struggle of those who feel
voiceless in a world that often overlooks their suffering.

- Joe’s Conflict: Joe embodies the tensions between traditional Maori values and the
struggles of modern life. His character serves as a reminder of the impact of colonization

and the need for cultural reconnection.

The novel’s nonlinear narrative structure, combined with its lyrical prose, invites readers to
engage deeply with the characters' inner lives and the larger themes at play.

Characters in The Bone People



The depth of The Bone People is enriched by its vividly drawn characters. Each character is
a vessel through which Hulme explores significant cultural and existential themes.

Kerewin Holmes

Kerewin is a complex character who symbolizes the struggle for personal identity and
artistic expression. Her journey is marked by:

- Isolation: Kerewin's self-imposed isolation reflects her trauma and fear of emotional
connection. She initially rejects the outside world, seeking solace in her art and solitude.

- Artistic Expression: As an artist, Kerewin uses her creativity to process her experiences.
Her paintings serve as a means of communication and self-exploration.

- Healing: Throughout the story, Kerewin's relationship with Simon and Joe helps her heal
from her past wounds, ultimately leading her to embrace vulnerability and openness.

Simon

Simon’s character represents innocence shattered by violence. His journey is one of
resilience and healing:

- Mute Boy: Simon's muteness is a poignant metaphor for the trauma he has endured. His
silence speaks volumes about his pain and the need for understanding.

- Connection to Nature: Simon finds solace in the natural world, often communicating with
animals and the environment in ways that reflect his inner turmoil and desire for
connection.

- Transformation: Over the course of the novel, Simon evolves from a frightened child into a
more confident individual, aided by the nurturing relationships he forms with Kerewin and
Joe.

Joe

Joe is a deeply flawed character whose struggles mirror the broader challenges faced by
Maori people in contemporary society:

- Cultural Displacement: Joe’s character grapples with the tensions of living in a world that
often marginalizes his cultural heritage. His journey reflects the larger issues of identity and
belonging.

- Fatherhood: Joe’s relationship with Simon is tumultuous and reflects the complexities of
fatherhood, particularly in the context of abuse and neglect. His character arc is one of
seeking redemption and reconciliation.



- Connection to Maori Culture: Joe's character serves as a bridge between traditional Maori
values and the challenges of modernity, representing the ongoing struggle for cultural
preservation.

Themes in The Bone People

The Bone People tackles a range of themes that resonate deeply with readers, making it a
rich text for analysis and reflection.

Identity and Belonging

The quest for identity is central to the novel. Kerewin, Simon, and Joe each grapple with
their sense of self in a world that often alienates them. Key aspects include:

- Cultural Identity: The characters’ relationships with their cultural backgrounds are
explored, particularly Joe's struggle with his Maori heritage and the impact of colonization.

- Personal ldentity: Kerewin’s journey reflects the universal quest for self-understanding and
acceptance, illustrating how personal and cultural identities are intertwined.

Trauma and Healing

The theme of trauma permeates the narrative, influencing the characters’ lives and
relationships:

- Abuse and Neglect: Simon’s experiences of abuse highlight the devastating effects of
violence on children and the cycle of trauma that can ensue.

- Paths to Healing: The novel emphasizes the importance of connection and love in the
healing process. Kerewin’s relationships with Simon and Joe demonstrate the
transformative power of empathy and understanding.

Nature and Spirituality

The New Zealand landscape plays a crucial role in the narrative, serving as both a setting
and a character in its own right:

- Connection to the Land: The characters’ interactions with nature reflect their inner
struggles and search for meaning. The natural world is depicted as a source of solace and
wisdom.

- Spirituality: The novel incorporates elements of Maori spirituality, emphasizing the
interconnectedness of all beings and the importance of honoring one’s roots.



The Significance of The Bone People

The Bone People holds a prominent place in both New Zealand literature and the broader
literary canon. Its significance can be attributed to:

Cultural Representation

Hulme’s work provides a platform for Maori voices and perspectives, challenging dominant
narratives and promoting cultural understanding. The novel:

- Authentic Representation: By centering Maori culture, the novel offers a rich tapestry of
traditions, beliefs, and experiences that are often overlooked in mainstream literature.

- Cultural Dialogue: The book encourages dialogue about identity, heritage, and the impact
of colonialism, fostering greater awareness and appreciation of indigenous cultures.

Literary Innovation

Hulme’s experimental narrative style and use of symbolism have garnered critical acclaim,
making The Bone People a landmark work:

- Nonlinear Narrative: The novel’s structure allows for a deeper exploration of its themes,
inviting readers to engage with the characters’ emotional landscapes.

- Lyrical Prose: Hulme’'s poetic language enhances the emotional impact of the story,
creating a vivid and immersive reading experience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Bone People is a powerful exploration of identity, trauma, and the human
experience, set against the rich cultural backdrop of New Zealand's Maori heritage. Keri
Hulme’s masterful storytelling, combined with her deep understanding of the complexities
of human relationships, creates a narrative that resonates with readers on multiple levels.
The novel not only addresses personal and cultural struggles but also highlights the
transformative power of love, connection, and healing. As such, it remains a vital work that
continues to inspire and provoke thought in readers around the world.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the central theme of ‘'The Bone People'?

The central theme of 'The Bone People' revolves around trauma, loss, and the quest for
identity, exploring the complexities of human relationships and the impact of cultural
heritage.

Who is the author of 'The Bone People'?

‘The Bone People' is authored by Keri Hulme, a New Zealand writer known for her unique
storytelling and deep exploration of Maori culture.

What makes 'The Bone People' a unique narrative?

The narrative of 'The Bone People' is unique due to its experimental structure, blending
prose and poetry, and its use of multiple perspectives, which enriches the storytelling.

How does 'The Bone People' address issues of cultural
identity?
‘The Bone People' addresses cultural identity by intertwining Maori traditions and myths

with modern experiences, illustrating the struggles of individuals to connect with their
heritage.

What role does the character of Kerewin take in 'The
Bone People'?

Kerewin is a central character in 'The Bone People', serving as a complex figure
representing isolation and the search for belonging, as she navigates her relationships with
others.

What impact did 'The Bone People' have on New
Zealand literature?

‘The Bone People' had a significant impact on New Zealand literature by bringing Maori
narratives to the forefront and challenging traditional storytelling methods, earning critical
acclaim and awards.

What literary techniques are prominent in 'The Bone
People'?

Prominent literary techniques in 'The Bone People' include symbolism, stream-of-
consciousness, and a non-linear narrative structure, which create a rich, immersive reading
experience.

How does the setting influence the story in ‘'The Bone



People'?

The setting of 'The Bone People', primarily located in a remote coastal village in New
Zealand, influences the story by reflecting the characters' emotional landscapes and their
connection to nature and culture.

What awards has 'The Bone People' won?

‘The Bone People' won the prestigious Booker Prize in 1985, recognizing its literary
excellence and contribution to contemporary fiction.

What are some key symbols in 'The Bone People'?

Key symbols in "The Bone People' include the sea, which represents both life and
destruction, and the bone people themselves, symbolizing the interconnectedness of life,
death, and cultural identity.
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