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The Bone People is a landmark novel written by New Zealand author Keri Hulme,
published in 1984. This award-winning book, which received the prestigious
Booker Prize in the same year, is renowned for its rich narrative, deep
emotional resonance, and exploration of themes such as identity, isolation,
and cultural heritage. Set against the backdrop of the rugged New Zealand
landscape, the novel intricately weaves together the lives of its three main
characters: Kerewin Holmes, Joe Gillayley, and the enigmatic child, Simon.
This article delves into the characters, themes, and significance of The Bone
People, as well as its impact on literature and culture.

Plot Overview

The narrative of The Bone People is both complex and multifaceted. It follows
Kerewin Holmes, a reclusive artist living in a remote coastal home. Her
solitude is interrupted by Joe Gillayley, a Maori man struggling with
personal demons, and Simon, a mute child who is deeply connected to both
characters. The story unfolds through a series of lyrical and poetic
passages, revealing the characters' inner struggles and their quest for



connection.

Major Characters

1. Kerewin Holmes
Kerewin is a fiercely independent and complex character. A talented artist,
she grapples with her own identity and the ghosts of her past. Her journey
throughout the novel is one of self-discovery and healing as she learns to
confront her fears and embrace the connections she forms with others.

2. Joe Gillayley
Joe represents a figure of strength and vulnerability. A Maori man, he faces
the challenges of his heritage and the impact of trauma in his life. His
relationship with Kerewin is tumultuous, marked by both love and conflict,
but ultimately serves as a catalyst for growth for both characters.

3. Simon
The character of Simon is central to the emotional core of the novel. His
muteness symbolizes the struggle for communication and connection. Simon's
unique perspective on the world brings depth to the narrative and acts as a
bridge between Kerewin and Joe, highlighting the importance of understanding
and empathy.

Themes in The Bone People

The Bone People is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Some
of the most significant themes include:

1. Identity and Belonging

The quest for identity is a prominent theme in the novel. Kerewin, Joe, and
Simon all grapple with their sense of self and their place in the world.
Kerewin, a white woman, struggles with her connection to her Maori heritage,
while Joe embodies the challenges faced by indigenous people in contemporary
society. Simon, as a mute child, represents the search for belonging in a
world that often overlooks those who are different.

2. Isolation and Connection

Isolation is a key aspect of the characters' lives, particularly for Kerewin.
Her journey from solitude to connection mirrors the struggle many individuals
face in reaching out to others. The novel explores how relationships can be
both a source of pain and healing, highlighting the universal human desire



for companionship and understanding.

3. Cultural Heritage and Spirituality

Hulme intricately weaves Maori culture and spirituality into the narrative.
The novel reflects the importance of cultural heritage in shaping identity
and the need for reconciliation with the past. Through the characters'
experiences, readers gain insight into the challenges faced by indigenous
communities and the significance of spirituality in their lives.

Writing Style and Structure

Keri Hulme's writing style in The Bone People is distinctive and evocative.
The narrative is characterized by an experimental structure, combining prose,
poetry, and visual imagery. This approach allows readers to experience the
emotional depth of the characters' journeys more profoundly. The use of
stream-of-consciousness techniques, vivid descriptions, and rich metaphors
contributes to the novel's lyrical quality.

The book is divided into three parts, which correspond to the perspectives of
Kerewin, Joe, and Simon. Each section provides insight into their thoughts
and emotions, creating a multi-dimensional portrayal of their lives. The
interplay between the characters' narratives highlights the
interconnectedness of their experiences.

Impact and Reception

Upon its release, The Bone People received critical acclaim and garnered
several prestigious awards, including the Booker Prize. It was praised for
its innovative storytelling and profound exploration of complex themes. The
novel's success helped to elevate New Zealand literature on the global stage
and solidified Keri Hulme's reputation as a significant voice in contemporary
fiction.

The Bone People has continued to resonate with readers and scholars alike,
often being included in academic discussions surrounding postcolonial
literature, indigenous narratives, and gender studies. Its impact extends
beyond literature, as it has inspired discussions about cultural identity and
the representation of Maori culture in mainstream media.

Legacy of The Bone People

The legacy of The Bone People is enduring. It has been translated into



multiple languages and remains a staple in literary curricula around the
world. The novel's exploration of deep emotional and cultural themes
continues to inspire new generations of readers and writers.

In addition to its literary significance, The Bone People has also
contributed to the broader conversation about the representation of
indigenous voices in literature. Keri Hulme's work has encouraged greater
awareness and appreciation for Maori culture and the importance of
storytelling in preserving cultural heritage.

Conclusion

In summary, The Bone People by Keri Hulme is a profound exploration of
identity, connection, and cultural heritage. Through the lives of Kerewin,
Joe, and Simon, readers are invited to reflect on their own experiences of
belonging and the complexities of human relationships. The novel's innovative
structure and lyrical prose make it a unique and impactful work of
literature. As we continue to engage with the themes and characters of The
Bone People, we are reminded of the power of storytelling to bridge divides
and foster understanding in an increasingly complex world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Bone People' by Keri
Hulme?
The main theme of 'The Bone People' is the exploration of identity,
belonging, and the complexities of human relationships, particularly within
the context of New Zealand's Maori culture.

Who are the central characters in 'The Bone People'?
The central characters are Kerewin Holmes, a reclusive artist; Joe, a Maori
man with a troubled past; and Simon, an orphaned boy who forms a bond with
both Kerewin and Joe.

How does Keri Hulme incorporate Maori culture into
'The Bone People'?
Keri Hulme incorporates Maori culture through the use of language, mythology,
and the exploration of cultural identity, providing insight into the lives
and struggles of Maori people.

What literary techniques does Keri Hulme use in 'The



Bone People'?
Hulme employs a mix of narrative styles, including stream-of-consciousness
and non-linear storytelling, along with rich imagery and symbolism to convey
deeper meanings.

What awards did 'The Bone People' win?
The novel won the prestigious Booker Prize in 1985, making Keri Hulme the
first New Zealander to receive this honor.

How does 'The Bone People' address themes of trauma
and healing?
The novel addresses trauma through the characters' personal histories and
their interactions, depicting their struggles and the paths they take towards
healing and reconciliation.

What is the significance of the title 'The Bone
People'?
The title refers to the Maori belief that bones are a crucial part of
identity and ancestry, symbolizing the deep connections between people, their
heritage, and their stories.

In what ways does 'The Bone People' challenge
conventional narratives?
The novel challenges conventional narratives by presenting a unique
perspective on love, loss, and cultural identity, often subverting
traditional storytelling techniques and tropes.

What impact did 'The Bone People' have on New
Zealand literature?
The novel significantly impacted New Zealand literature by bringing Maori
perspectives to the forefront and influencing subsequent generations of
writers to explore indigenous themes.

What role does the setting play in 'The Bone
People'?
The setting, primarily in a remote coastal town in New Zealand, plays a
crucial role in shaping the characters' lives and experiences, reflecting
their isolation and connection to nature.
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