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boneshaker the clockwork century 1 cherie priest stands as a pivotal work in the steampunk
literary genre, offering readers a rich blend of alternate history, thrilling adventure, and vivid world-
building. If you’re intrigued by stories that mix Victorian-era technology with imaginative science
fiction, Boneshaker delivers an unforgettable experience. Cherie Priest’s debut novel not only
launched The Clockwork Century series but also carved out a unique niche that continues to
captivate fans worldwide.

Understanding Boneshaker: The Clockwork Century 1
by Cherie Priest

At its core, Boneshaker is set in an alternate 19th-century Seattle, reimagined through a steampunk
lens where steam-powered machines and fantastical inventions define everyday life. The story
revolves around the aftermath of a disastrous drilling machine called the Boneshaker, which
inadvertently unleashes toxic gas and zombies upon the city. This premise alone sets the stage for a
gripping narrative combining horror, adventure, and historical fiction.

Cherie Priest masterfully crafts a world where technology and the supernatural coexist, immersing
readers in the grim yet fascinating environment of a quarantined city. The Clockwork Century
series, beginning with Boneshaker, explores themes of survival, redemption, and the consequences
of unchecked technological ambition.

The Importance of Setting in Boneshaker

The novel’s setting is more than just a backdrop—it’s a character in its own right. The walled-off
ruins of Seattle, filled with gas-masked survivors and mechanical monstrosities, create an
atmosphere thick with tension and mystery. This environment reflects the industrial age’s anxieties,
amplified by the steampunk aesthetic that blends Victorian design with imaginative machinery.

By situating Boneshaker in a recognizable yet altered historical context, Cherie Priest invites
readers to explore familiar themes through a fresh perspective. The city’s transformation after the
disaster serves as a metaphor for societal collapse and the resilience of human spirit.

Characters That Drive the Story Forward

One of the standout features of Boneshaker the Clockwork Century 1 Cherie Priest is its compelling
cast. The protagonist, Briar Wilkes, is a strong, determined woman who embarks on a dangerous



journey into the infected city to find her missing son. Her character challenges traditional gender
roles common in historical fiction and steampunk, offering a nuanced portrayal of motherhood and
bravery.

Supporting characters like Zeke, Briar’s son, and Ezekiel, the enigmatic survivor, add depth and
complexity to the narrative. Their interactions reveal the human cost of the disaster and highlight
themes of trust, hope, and survival against overwhelming odds.

The Role of Technology and Invention

Steampunk fiction thrives on its depiction of imaginative machinery, and Boneshaker delivers in
spades. The drilling machine, aptly named Boneshaker, is central to the plot’s conflict. Its
destructive power and unintended consequences serve as a cautionary tale about technological
progress without foresight.

Throughout the novel, readers encounter a variety of steam-powered devices, from airships to
mechanical prosthetics. These inventions enrich the world-building and underscore the genre’s
fascination with the intersection of science and fantasy.

Thematic Depth in Boneshaker: More Than Just
Adventure

While Boneshaker offers plenty of action and suspense, its thematic layers make it a standout work.
At its heart, the story explores the impact of industrialization on society and the environment. The
toxic gas unleashed by the Boneshaker machine symbolizes the dangers of reckless innovation and
environmental neglect.

Additionally, themes of isolation and community resonate throughout the novel. The quarantined city
becomes a microcosm where human connections are tested, and survival depends on cooperation
and resilience. Cherie Priest uses the steampunk setting to probe deeper questions about humanity’s
relationship with technology and nature.

Steampunk and Horror: A Unique Blend

Boneshaker’s fusion of steampunk aesthetics with horror elements, such as zombies and toxic gas,
creates a fresh narrative dynamic. This blend appeals to readers who enjoy genre crossovers and
adds an unpredictable edge to the story. The horror components heighten the stakes and deepen the
emotional impact of the characters’ struggles.

This combination also allows Priest to explore themes of mortality and the consequences of human
hubris in a visually striking and emotionally engaging way.



Why Boneshaker the Clockwork Century 1 Cherie Priest
Remains Relevant

Years after its initial publication, Boneshaker continues to attract new readers and maintain a loyal
fanbase. Its success is due in part to its richly imagined world and strong character development but
also because it taps into universally relevant themes. Issues like environmental degradation, the
ethics of scientific advancement, and the resilience of communities resonate strongly in today’s
context.

Moreover, Boneshaker’s appeal extends beyond traditional steampunk enthusiasts. The novel’s
blend of genres, engaging plot, and relatable characters make it accessible to a broad audience,
from horror fans to historical fiction lovers.

Tips for New Readers Diving Into The Clockwork Century
Series

If you’re considering starting Boneshaker or the broader Clockwork Century series, here are some
tips to enhance your reading experience:

Embrace the Setting: Pay close attention to the details of Priest’s world-building, as the
setting deeply influences the story’s mood and themes.

Appreciate the Genre Blend: Expect a mix of steampunk, horror, and historical fiction
elements. This fusion creates a unique atmosphere that’s part of the novel’s charm.

Focus on Character Development: The relationships and personal growth of characters like
Briar Wilkes add emotional weight to the plot.

Consider the Themes: Reflect on the underlying messages about technology and society,
which enrich the narrative beyond the surface adventure.

Exploring Cherie Priest’s Writing Style and Influence

Cherie Priest’s writing in Boneshaker is notable for its vivid descriptions and dynamic pacing. Her
prose balances detailed world-building with character-driven storytelling, ensuring the narrative
remains engaging throughout. This style has helped define modern steampunk literature and
inspired many contemporary authors.

Additionally, Priest’s background and interests in history and speculative fiction shine through in the
novel’s authenticity and imaginative scope. Her ability to weave historical elements with fantastical
inventions makes The Clockwork Century series a benchmark for quality in the genre.



Impact on the Steampunk Genre

Boneshaker’s success contributed significantly to the popularity of steampunk in the 21st century.
By integrating horror and post-apocalyptic themes, Priest expanded the possibilities for what
steampunk stories could encompass. The novel encouraged other writers to experiment with genre
blending and complex thematic exploration.

Furthermore, Boneshaker helped elevate female voices in a genre often dominated by male authors,
with Briar Wilkes serving as a strong, relatable heroine.

Boneshaker the Clockwork Century 1 Cherie Priest remains a captivating entry point into a world
where history, technology, and imagination collide. Whether you’re a dedicated steampunk fan or a
newcomer seeking a thrilling and thought-provoking read, this novel offers a richly layered narrative
that invites repeated visits and deeper exploration. Its legacy in speculative fiction continues to
grow, securing its place as a must-read classic in the steampunk canon.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the plot of 'Boneshaker' by Cherie Priest?
Boneshaker is a steampunk novel set in an alternate history Seattle, where a disastrous mining
expedition unleashes a toxic gas that turns people into zombies. The story follows Briar Wilkes as
she ventures into the walled-off city to find her missing son.

Who is the main protagonist in 'Boneshaker'?
The main protagonist of Boneshaker is Briar Wilkes, a determined mother and inventor who embarks
on a dangerous journey into the zombie-infested ruins of Seattle to find her son.

What genre does 'Boneshaker' belong to?
'Boneshaker' is primarily a steampunk novel with elements of alternate history, post-apocalyptic
fiction, and adventure.

Is 'Boneshaker' the first book in a series?
Yes, 'Boneshaker' is the first book in the Clockwork Century series by Cherie Priest.

What themes are explored in 'Boneshaker'?
The novel explores themes such as survival, family loyalty, consequences of technological
advancement, and the impact of war.

How has 'Boneshaker' been received by critics?
'Boneshaker' has been praised for its imaginative world-building, strong characters, and blending of



genres, earning several award nominations including the Nebula Award.

What is unique about Cherie Priest's writing style in
'Boneshaker'?
Cherie Priest combines detailed historical research with inventive steampunk elements and a fast-
paced narrative, creating an immersive and engaging reading experience.

Additional Resources
Boneshaker: The Clockwork Century 1 by Cherie Priest – A Steampunk Masterpiece Explored

boneshaker the clockwork century 1 cherie priest stands as a seminal work within the
steampunk literary genre, weaving together elements of speculative fiction, alternate history, and
gothic horror. Published in 2009, this novel inaugurates The Clockwork Century series, setting a
vivid stage in a reimagined 19th-century America plagued by mechanical horrors and toxic gas.
Cherie Priest's narrative craftsmanship and world-building prowess place Boneshaker among the
most compelling steampunk novels of its time, inviting readers into a richly textured universe that
challenges conventional genre boundaries.

Exploring the Premise of Boneshaker

Set in an alternate post-Civil War Seattle, Boneshaker unfolds against the backdrop of a catastrophic
event involving a drilling machine called the “Boneshaker.” This colossal contraption, designed to
unearth gold and natural resources, inadvertently ruptures the earth’s crust, releasing a toxic gas
that transforms the city into a dangerous wasteland. The gas gives rise to zombie-like creatures
known as “rotters,” forcing the city into quarantine behind towering walls. The narrative follows
Briar Wilkes, a determined mother, as she ventures into the perilous “Breach” to find her missing
son.

Cherie Priest deftly combines steampunk aesthetics with elements of horror and adventure, creating
a unique atmosphere that is both immersive and unsettling. The depiction of mechanical innovation
juxtaposed with the dangers of unchecked industrial ambition underscores a recurring thematic
tension: progress versus consequence.

Characters and Their Roles in The Clockwork Century

The strength of Boneshaker lies not only in its setting but also in its well-drawn characters. Briar
Wilkes emerges as a resilient protagonist who defies traditional gender roles often seen in
speculative fiction. Her journey is as much emotional as it is physical, offering a nuanced portrayal
of maternal devotion and personal courage.

Alongside Briar, a cast of supporting characters—including Ezekiel Wilkes, her estranged husband,
and Zeke, their son—add depth to the narrative. The inclusion of eccentric inventors, resourceful
survivors, and morally ambiguous figures enriches the story’s texture, reflecting the complexities of



survival in a fractured society.

Steampunk Elements and Historical Context

Boneshaker’s steampunk credentials are firmly established through its intricate machinery,
Victorian-era technology, and the pervasive presence of steam-powered devices. Cherie Priest’s
imaginative reworking of historical Seattle incorporates authentic period details, lending credibility
to her alternate timeline.

Unlike many steampunk works that romanticize industrial progress, Boneshaker offers a more
critical perspective. The catastrophic consequences of the Boneshaker machine emphasize the
potential hazards of technological hubris. This thematic layer resonates with contemporary concerns
about environmental degradation and the ethical dimensions of innovation.

Comparison with Other Steampunk Novels

Within the broader landscape of steampunk literature, Boneshaker stands out for its blend of genres
and its richly atmospheric setting. While works like Philip Reeve’s "Mortal Engines" focus heavily on
grandiose mechanical cities and political intrigue, Priest’s novel grounds itself in a more intimate,
community-oriented story.

Additionally, comparisons with Scott Westerfeld’s "Leviathan" series highlight differing approaches
to the genre. Westerfeld leans toward young adult adventure with biopunk elements, whereas
Priest’s work delves into darker, more mature themes involving tragedy and redemption. This
positioning has helped Boneshaker appeal to readers seeking complexity beyond typical steampunk
tropes.

Literary Style and Narrative Structure

Cherie Priest employs a third-person limited narrative perspective, primarily following Briar’s point
of view. This choice enhances reader immersion, offering an immediate connection to the
protagonist’s fears and hopes. The pacing is deliberate, balancing moments of intense action with
reflective passages that deepen character development.

The prose style is accessible yet evocative, blending technical descriptions of machinery with vivid
imagery of the devastated cityscape. Priest’s attention to atmospheric detail—such as the suffocating
presence of the gas and the eerie silence within the quarantined zone—amplifies the novel’s tension.

Strengths and Potential Limitations

Boneshaker’s strengths are multifaceted, including:



World-building: The meticulously crafted setting feels tangible and immersive, a hallmark of
successful speculative fiction.

Characterization: Complex protagonists and morally ambiguous characters enrich the
narrative.

Thematic depth: Exploration of industrialization’s cost, family bonds, and survival ethics.

However, some readers may find certain aspects challenging:

Complexity of lore: The dense background information and unique terminology require
attentive reading.

Slow initial pacing: The novel takes time to build its world, which might deter readers
expecting immediate action.

Despite these minor drawbacks, Boneshaker remains highly regarded among steampunk enthusiasts
and speculative fiction readers.

Impact and Legacy of The Clockwork Century 1

Since its release, Boneshaker has garnered critical acclaim and a dedicated fanbase. It received
nominations for prestigious awards such as the Nebula and Locus Awards, highlighting its
significance within the science fiction and fantasy community. The novel’s success spawned sequels
that continue to expand The Clockwork Century universe, cementing Cherie Priest’s reputation as a
leading voice in contemporary steampunk literature.

The influence of Boneshaker extends beyond literature, inspiring artwork, cosplay, and discussions
about steampunk’s potential to engage with social and ecological issues. Its portrayal of a dystopian
yet inventive world invites reflection on how technological advancements shape human experience.

Where to Read and Availability

Boneshaker is widely accessible through various formats including hardcover, paperback, eBook,
and audiobook. Major retailers and digital platforms stock the novel, making it convenient for new
readers to discover. Libraries and specialty bookstores focused on speculative fiction also commonly
hold copies, underscoring its status as a modern classic in the genre.

For those interested in exploring further, the sequels "Dreadnought" and "Ganymede" continue the
saga, offering additional insights into the evolving landscape of The Clockwork Century.

Boneshaker the clockwork century 1 cherie priest remains a pivotal entry point into a world where
steam and steel clash with human resilience and moral quandaries. Its enduring appeal lies in the



seamless integration of imaginative technology with profoundly human stories, a combination that
continues to captivate and challenge readers worldwide.
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