The Bone People By Keri Hulme

The Bone People is a remarkable novel by Keri Hulme that delves into the
complexities of human relationships, identity, and the profound connection to
culture and place. Published in 1984, this novel won the prestigious Booker
Prize, marking a significant achievement not only for Hulme but also for New
Zealand literature. The narrative is set in a remote coastal village in New
Zealand and intertwines the lives of three main characters: Kerewin Holmes, a
reclusive artist; Joe, a Maori fisherman; and his abused foster son, Simon.
This article explores the themes, characters, and cultural significance of
The Bone People, offering insights into its enduring impact.

Plot Overview

The Bone People unfolds through a non-linear narrative, weaving together the
experiences of its protagonists. Kerewin, who has withdrawn from society,
lives in a tower overlooking the sea and finds solace in her art and
solitude. Her life takes a turn when she encounters Joe and Simon, who are
both grappling with their own demons.

- Kerewin's Isolation: Kerewin's character is marked by her struggles with
identity and belonging. As a woman of mixed European and Maori descent, she
faces the challenge of reconciling her heritage with her personal identity.

- Joe's Struggles: Joe, a Maori man, is depicted as a complex character
battling alcoholism and the trauma of his past. He embodies the struggles of
many indigenous people in contemporary society, trying to navigate the
intricacies of cultural identity.

- Simon’'s Turmoil: Simon, a young boy with a traumatic background, symbolizes
innocence and vulnerability. His relationship with both Kerewin and Joe
becomes the focal point of the novel, driving the narrative forward.



The narrative progresses through a series of intense emotional exchanges,
showcasing the characters' interdependence and the impact of their pasts on
their present lives.

Themes Explored

The Bone People is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. The
following are some of the most prominent:

Identity and Belonging

The struggle for identity is a central theme in the novel. Kerewin's journey
of self-discovery is marked by her quest to understand her mixed heritage.
The novel addresses the broader question of what it means to belong to a
culture and how personal history shapes identity.

- Cultural Identity: The characters grapple with their cultural backgrounds,
particularly in the context of New Zealand's colonial history. Joe's
connection to Maori culture and Kerewin's disconnection from it highlight the
complexities of identity.

- Personal Identity: Kerewin’'s artistic expression serves as a means for her
to explore and assert her identity. Her art becomes a reflection of her inner
turmoil and a way to navigate her feelings of isolation.

Love and Relationships

The relationships between Kerewin, Joe, and Simon are fraught with tension
but also filled with profound love and connection. The novel explores
different dimensions of love, including:

- Parental Love: Joe's relationship with Simon is pivotal. Despite Joe’s
flaws, his protective instincts towards Simon showcase a deep, albeit
complicated, love.

- Romantic Love: The evolving relationship between Kerewin and Joe
illustrates the challenges of intimacy and vulnerability. Their connection is
intense, yet marked by pain and misunderstanding.

- Friendship and Trust: The bond that develops between Kerewin and Simon
serves as a crucial element in the narrative. Their friendship offers solace
and a sense of belonging that both characters desperately need.



Trauma and Healing

Trauma is a recurring motif in The Bone People, affecting each character in
different ways.

- Childhood Trauma: Simon’s past is marked by abuse and neglect, which shapes
his behavior and relationships. His journey toward healing is central to the
narrative.

- Adult Trauma: Both Kerewin and Joe carry the weight of their past
experiences. Kerewin’s loneliness and Joe’s struggles with addiction reflect
the long-lasting effects of trauma on adult lives.

- Healing Through Connection: The novel suggests that healing is possible
through connection and understanding. The relationships formed between the
characters play a crucial role in their paths towards recovery.

Character Analysis

Kerewin Holmes

Kerewin is a multi-dimensional character embodying the struggles of many
individuals searching for identity and purpose. Her artistic endeavors and
solitary lifestyle reflect her internal conflicts.

- Art as Expression: Kerewin's art serves as a medium for her to explore her
identity and emotions. It acts as both a sanctuary and a battleground for her
to confront her fears and desires.

- Complexity and Growth: Throughout the novel, Kerewin evolves from a
solitary figure to someone who learns to embrace vulnerability and
connection. Her relationship with Simon catalyzes this transformation.

Joe

Joe is portrayed as a deeply flawed yet profoundly human character. His
struggles with alcoholism and his troubled past make him a sympathetic
figure.

- Cultural Struggles: As a Maori man, Joe's character reflects the broader
issues faced by indigenous populations in New Zealand. His connection to

tradition and culture is contrasted with his personal battles.

- Redemption Arc: Joe's journey involves moments of redemption as he strives



to be a better father figure to Simon. His evolution emphasizes the theme of
healing through relationships.

Simon

Simon represents the innocence of childhood marred by trauma. His character
is essential in bridging the gap between Kerewin and Joe.

- Symbol of Hope: Despite his traumatic background, Simon embodies hope and
resilience. His interactions with Kerewin foster a sense of belonging and
acceptance.

- Catalyst for Change: Simon's presence catalyzes significant changes in both
Kerewin and Joe, prompting them to confront their vulnerabilities and seek
healing.

Cultural Significance

The Bone People is not just a story of individual journeys but also a
reflection of New Zealand's cultural landscape.

- Maori Representation: The novel highlights Maori culture, language, and
traditions, offering readers insights into the challenges faced by indigenous
communities. Joe's character serves as a conduit for exploring these themes.

- Post-Colonial Perspectives: The narrative addresses the impacts of
colonization on identity and culture, presenting a nuanced view of the
complexities of belonging in a post-colonial society.

- Literary Contributions: Keri Hulme’s work has contributed significantly to
the visibility of New Zealand literature on the global stage. Her unique
narrative style and deep exploration of themes have inspired many
contemporary writers.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Bone People by Keri Hulme is a profound exploration of
identity, love, trauma, and healing. Through the lives of Kerewin, Joe, and
Simon, Hulme crafts a narrative that resonates with readers on multiple
levels. The novel’s rich themes and complex characters invite readers to
reflect on their own experiences of belonging and connection. As a
significant work in New Zealand literature, it continues to inspire
discussions about culture, identity, and the power of relationships in the
face of adversity. The enduring impact of The Bone People is a testament to
its place in the literary canon, making it a must-read for those seeking to



understand the intricacies of human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Bone
People' by Keri Hulme?

The main themes include isolation, identity, the impact of trauma, and the
interconnectedness of culture and spirituality.

How does Keri Hulme incorporate Maori culture in
‘The Bone People'?

Hulme weaves Maori mythology, language, and traditions throughout the
narrative, showcasing the richness of Maori culture and its influence on the
characters' lives.

Who are the central characters in 'The Bone People’
and what roles do they play?

The central characters are Kerewin Holmes, a reclusive artist; Joe, a Maori
man with a troubled past; and Simon, a mute boy caught between them. Their
interactions drive the story and explore themes of love, loss, and healing.

What narrative style does Keri Hulme use in 'The
Bone People'?

Hulme employs a unique narrative style that blends poetry and prose,
utilizing shifting perspectives and rich imagery to enhance the emotional
depth of the story.

What significance does the setting have in 'The Bone
People'?

The setting, which prominently features the rugged New Zealand coastline,
reflects the characters' emotional states and symbolizes their isolation and
connection to nature.

How does 'The Bone People' address the concept of
family?

The novel explores the idea of family beyond biological ties, emphasizing
relationships formed through love, shared experiences, and mutual support,
despite the complexities and challenges involved.



What critical acclaim did 'The Bone People' receive
upon its release?

Upon its release, 'The Bone People' received widespread acclaim, winning the
1985 Booker Prize and being praised for its innovative structure and profound
exploration of human relationships and cultural identity.
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