
keri hulme the bone people
keri hulme the bone people is a groundbreaking work in New Zealand literature, renowned for its
unique narrative style and profound exploration of identity, culture, and human connection. This
novel, written by Keri Hulme, won the prestigious Booker Prize in 1985, marking a significant
milestone as the first New Zealand work to receive such international acclaim. The story intertwines
the lives of three marginalized characters, blending Maori and Pakeha cultural elements with rich
symbolism and poetic prose. This article delves into the background of the author, the thematic depth
of the novel, its narrative structure, and its lasting impact on literature and cultural discourse.
Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why "The Bone People" remains a seminal piece
in both literary and cultural studies.
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Author Background and Literary Context

Keri Hulme, a New Zealand writer of mixed Maori and European descent, crafted keri hulme the
bone people as her debut novel during the late 20th century. Her unique bicultural identity strongly
influenced the narrative and thematic elements of the book. Hulme spent years revising the
manuscript, reflecting her meticulous approach and dedication to authentic storytelling. The novel
emerged during a period when New Zealand literature was gaining international recognition, and
voices from indigenous and bicultural communities were beginning to be heard more prominently.

Early Life and Influences

Keri Hulme's upbringing in New Zealand exposed her to both Maori traditions and European settler
culture, which deeply informed her worldview and literary voice. Her immersion in Maori mythology,
language, and spirituality is evident throughout the novel. Additionally, Hulme’s interest in poetry and
experimental narrative forms contributed to the novel’s distinctive style, blending prose with poetic
and symbolic elements.



Literary Context of the 1980s

During the 1980s, New Zealand literature experienced a resurgence of interest in indigenous stories
and perspectives. keri hulme the bone people arrived at a time when the literary scene was
evolving to embrace diverse voices, particularly those challenging colonial narratives. This context
helped propel the novel to critical acclaim and positioned Hulme as a pivotal figure in contemporary
literature.

Plot Overview and Narrative Style

The narrative of keri hulme the bone people centers on three isolated characters living in a remote
part of New Zealand: Kerewin Holmes, a reclusive artist; Joe, a mute Maori man; and Simon, a young
boy. Their lives intersect in complex and often tense ways, exploring themes of trauma, connection,
and healing. The story is not linear but shifts between perspectives and timelines, creating a layered
and immersive reading experience.

Structure and Point of View

The novel employs multiple narrators and a non-linear timeline, allowing readers to enter the inner
worlds of each main character. This fragmented structure mirrors the characters' psychological states
and the novel’s themes of fragmentation and reconciliation. The prose alternates between
straightforward narrative and poetic passages, enhancing the emotional depth and cultural texture of
the story.

Key Plot Elements

The evolving relationships between Kerewin, Joe, and Simon form the emotional core of the novel.
Their interactions reveal struggles with identity, family bonds, and personal trauma. Throughout the
narrative, Hulme weaves in elements of Maori mythology and symbolism, enriching the plot with
cultural resonance.

Themes and Symbolism in The Bone People

keri hulme the bone people is renowned for its intricate thematic tapestry and rich symbolism. The
novel explores fundamental human experiences such as alienation, love, violence, and redemption,
all set against the backdrop of New Zealand’s natural landscape and Maori cultural heritage.



Identity and Belonging

Central to the novel is the quest for identity and belonging, particularly within the context of bicultural
New Zealand society. The characters grapple with their own cultural heritages and personal histories,
reflecting broader issues of colonization, cultural displacement, and reconciliation.

Healing and Transformation

The narrative emphasizes the possibility of healing through human connection and acceptance.
Despite moments of violence and pain, the characters’ journeys ultimately point toward growth,
forgiveness, and transformation. The natural world and Maori spiritual beliefs serve as catalysts for
this healing process.

Symbolic Elements

The Bone People: The title itself symbolizes the interconnectedness of people through shared
history and bloodlines.

Bird Imagery: Birds appear frequently, representing freedom, communication, and the
bridging of worlds.

Language and Oral Traditions: The novel incorporates Maori language and storytelling
techniques, reinforcing cultural identity and continuity.

Cultural Significance and Maori Representation

keri hulme the bone people holds substantial cultural significance as a work that foregrounds
Maori perspectives within New Zealand literature. Hulme’s portrayal of Maori characters and
incorporation of indigenous mythology challenged prevailing literary norms and provided a platform
for bicultural dialogue.

Authenticity and Controversy

The novel’s authentic representation of Maori culture was both praised and critiqued. Some readers
celebrated Hulme’s deep engagement with Maori traditions, while others debated issues of cultural
appropriation and representation. Nonetheless, the book opened important conversations about
identity, heritage, and the responsibilities of writers engaging with indigenous cultures.



Impact on Maori and New Zealand Literature

The Bone People influenced a generation of writers and scholars interested in postcolonial and
indigenous narratives. It helped legitimize Maori storytelling within mainstream literary discourse and
encouraged exploration of bicultural identities in New Zealand and beyond.

Reception, Awards, and Legacy

The reception of keri hulme the bone people was marked by critical acclaim and significant literary
accolades. Winning the Booker Prize in 1985 brought international attention to the novel and to New
Zealand literature as a whole. The book’s legacy endures in academic study, cultural discourse, and
ongoing literary inspiration.

Critical Acclaim

Critics praised the novel for its originality, emotional intensity, and cultural depth. Hulme’s distinctive
narrative voice and innovative style were highlighted as groundbreaking contributions to
contemporary fiction. The book’s fusion of myth, poetry, and realism set it apart from other works of
its time.

Long-Term Influence

Over the decades, keri hulme the bone people has become a staple in literary curricula and
cultural studies programs. It continues to inspire writers and readers interested in themes of identity,
cultural hybridity, and narrative experimentation. The novel’s enduring relevance underscores its
status as a literary classic.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Keri Hulme and what is she known for?
Keri Hulme was a New Zealand writer best known for her novel 'The Bone People,' which won the
Booker Prize in 1985.

What is the main theme of Keri Hulme's 'The Bone People'?
'The Bone People' explores themes of identity, isolation, and the complexities of human relationships,
particularly within the context of Maori culture and heritage.



Why did 'The Bone People' by Keri Hulme receive critical
acclaim?
'The Bone People' was praised for its unique narrative style, blending of Maori and Pakeha cultures,
and its profound exploration of personal and cultural identity, leading it to win the prestigious Booker
Prize.

How does Keri Hulme incorporate Maori culture in 'The Bone
People'?
Keri Hulme weaves Maori myths, language, and cultural practices into the story, creating a rich,
authentic representation of Maori life and spirituality within the novel.

What impact did 'The Bone People' have on New Zealand
literature?
'The Bone People' brought international attention to New Zealand literature, highlighting indigenous
voices and stories, and inspired a greater appreciation for bicultural narratives.

Are there any notable adaptations of Keri Hulme's 'The Bone
People'?
While there have been discussions about adapting 'The Bone People' for stage and screen, no widely
recognized adaptations have been produced as of now.

Additional Resources
1. Once Were Warriors by Alan Duff
This powerful novel explores the struggles of a Māori family living in urban New Zealand. Like *The
Bone People*, it delves into themes of identity, cultural conflict, and the complexities of human
relationships. The raw and emotional narrative exposes issues of violence, poverty, and resilience
within indigenous communities.

2. Potiki by Patricia Grace
*Potiki* is a seminal work in Māori literature, focusing on a family’s connection to their land and
heritage. Grace’s lyrical storytelling captures the tension between traditional values and modern
pressures. The novel shares with *The Bone People* a deep respect for Māori culture and the natural
world.

3. Whale Rider by Witi Ihimaera
This novel tells the story of a young Māori girl who strives to fulfill her destiny as a leader of her tribe.
It highlights themes of gender roles, tradition, and cultural continuity. Like *The Bone People*, it
blends myth and contemporary life, offering insight into Māori identity.

4. Skinnyfish by Witi Ihimaera
A collection of short stories that explore Māori life from various perspectives, *Skinnyfish* captures
the complexities of indigenous experience in New Zealand. The stories often confront issues of



cultural displacement and survival, themes also present in *The Bone People*.

5. The Vintner’s Luck by Elizabeth Knox
Though set in France, this novel shares *The Bone People*'s lyrical prose and exploration of complex
human relationships. It weaves a tale of love and struggle across decades, with a mythical undertone
that resonates with Hulme’s blend of realism and mysticism.

6. Reedy River by Witi Ihimaera
This novel centers on the lives of Māori workers during a turbulent period in New Zealand’s history. It
explores themes of social justice and cultural identity, paralleling *The Bone People*’s engagement
with indigenous issues and personal transformation.

7. After the Fire, a Still Small Voice by Evie Wyld
Set partly in Australia and New Zealand, this novel investigates the scars left by trauma and the
search for healing. Its introspective narrative and focus on personal and cultural histories echo the
emotional depth found in *The Bone People*.

8. Greenstone by Witi Ihimaera
This novel combines adventure with Māori mythology and history, emphasizing the importance of
heritage and storytelling. Like Hulme’s work, it blends the spiritual and the everyday, enriching the
reader’s understanding of Māori culture.

9. Dear Miss Mansfield: A Tribute to Katherine Mansfield by Witi Ihimaera
While not a novel, this tribute connects with *The Bone People* through its literary exploration of
identity and voice. Ihimaera’s reflections on Mansfield’s legacy provide insight into New Zealand’s
literary landscape and its indigenous narratives.
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