
them
loathe

considers the
work of this highly individual novelist.

Jeanette Winterson is not an acquired tastc. 11 yor-r like iter
rvork, 1,ou love it: passionately, witholrt reser\/e, n() matter
what the cost. Ever1, paragraph is a pocrl, every phrase is a

jewel. Her words will be talisrnans and guides, 1,uur copies
of her books will bc bartered ancl worn, but tl'rc- rreasure
that is rn your heart rvill be burnisl-red and pure.

If you ckrn't lil<e her work, you hate it. It's overblorvrr,
pornpoLls, sell legarding. But there areu't an1, 'don't
knows'. Even the people rvho've never read a lint- o[ her
work have an opinion on Jcanette Winterson.

I nray as rvell say now that I'ln part of thc love brigacle,
ancl in extreniely good contpatly. Madonrra and Julia
Rtiberts are l'ans, her books carr1, lulsoure quotes lronr
crninent rvriters and critics like foluricl Spark, Gore Vidal,
John Ba1,ley and Eclntuncl White, she has won prizes in
Britain, Eilrope and the United States, ancl hcr work is

translaled in irveniy two languages.

It's been like that lroni thr start. When Winterson's lirsr

novel was publishec'l by Pandora in 1985 there was no
hardback anci the print run rvas small. But readers loved it,
told their lriends about it, and it was lhose readers who
turned it into a phenornenon. Welt, those readers, antl the
bcrok itself. Oranges Are Not the Only Fritir cr-rrrently leatures
on the AQA A English specification as a coursework option
text along with Alice Walkcr's The Color paryle under the
generic therne ol 'A Wontan's Sirtrggle'. If you,re doing ttris
papc'r, tlrerr, great, bccause you get to rc.ad Orangcs. But
also, trlr-rgh cookies, because'a wonlan's struggle,is harclly
the most important lhir-rg about this book or about any oI
Winterson's rvriting.

So what is it abont her work thai provokes thesc rcactions
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and makes it so distinctive? There are her theures for a

start, which are always the same. though handied
diflerently in her various books: boundaries, desire, love,
loss. When you come to the borders of comnron sense, do
yorl cross over? In Oranqes (1985) and The Passion (19871

tirese are a yoLlng person's questiolts asked - and auswered

- witl.r bravado and daring. Written on the Body (1992) and
Art d Lies (1994) are not so swa6lgering, Gtt Synutrcrries

(l997) and The PowerBook (2000) are lnore caurious still,
but the gnsto and the wit and the fierce commitment is stili
the same.

But large and intense tirough these themes are, it's
Winterson's literary method that ntakes her work so

rnemorable. She r-rses cotrcrete imagery: if there is an
adjective or adverb, it rnatches the noun or verb exactly; it
there is a metaphor, it is extended on i1s own terms.

This technique makes lor the power ol the 'treasure
phrase'. It's in all the books, but it's in the titles too. Look
at how Winterson's titles mean utrch more than they say,

so that they have become part oI the language. How often
have you heard some variation on 'Oranges are not the
only fruit' r,rsed as a catch phrase? And who else has given
us derivative headlines like 'sexing the Shopping Trolley'
or 'Sexing the City'? Then rhythm and assonance and
association corne in. In The PowerBook (2000\ there is a

rewriting of a story laken from Malory's Morte d'Arthur,
and there's also a story about the Everest explorer George
Mallory who was lost on the mountain in the 1920s and
whose body was rtnly discovered there in 1999. It's ouly
their names that rnake this delicate and yet intricare
connectioll, but it works. And as to rhythm? Have a count
of the syllables in some of Winterson's best known lines
and you'll find they come olrt at eight. Ir's poetry by
another name.

Then there are her literary structures. Winterson almclst
always uses the first person, which makes her stories sound
inmediate and directly personal, as if this is a someone
confiding in you. And yet, thar is set against a shape which
is mtrltiple, that has more than one strand. In The passion

(1987) and in Sexing the Cherry (1989) rhar srrucrure is

obvious because each book has two first person narrators:
Henri and Villanelle; the Dog Wornan and Jordan. But in

THE POWERBOOK
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Orartlles artd in The PowerBook the sarne shape is made ont
of setting a'real' story against a varietl, of olher stories: thc
Jeanettc strallcl and the inset fair.y talts in Orarryes, ancl tlrc
Ali-with-married-redhead story and the inser parables and
rewritings in Tlrc PowerBook.l.n Art C t,ies 11994) and in Glrr
Symntetries (I997) therc are thrcc first pcrson narrators.
And even in Written ort tlte Bodl' lr992) * wltich mighl sccnr
the simplest irr struclural ternts - tlrerc is the volcc of thc
unnamed and ungendered narralor set against the cenlral
poetic reverie on Louisc and the b0dy.

Winterson likes to have more lhan one thing on the go.
Measurement, comparison, analogy - thesc arc her tools.
That's why so many of her works are Iayelgd anri work
with an intertextuality whcre thcy rcler constantly t() olher
literary solrrces: the Bible, for instance, in Oranges; ll-re
romance quest in Written ott the Body; scientiiic discourse in
Gut Symmetries. And, above all, Winterson relers to herself.
Like no other author, she qu()les altd re-qu<ltcs herself in
all her works. Her texts crealc their own image and tl.reir
own mask.

Winte rsot-r says that witlt Tlrc powerBook she has conte to
the end ol a cycle. There witl be a new Lrook ncxt year.
Already she has created a world wltich is her own. A new
world beckons. It may l-rave differenl skies, different
horizons, different stars, lrut one thing is sure. Nothing
dazzles like the Wintcr Sun.

Margaret Reynolds is Reader in English at eueen Mary
College, University of Lor.rdon. Hcr books inclucle l/zc
Sappho Cotl.tpttniotl and Victorian Women pocrs. She is the
presenter of Radio 4's Adventures iil pL)etnt atrcl a jtrdge lor
the Orange Prize for Fictior.r 2001.

Jeanclte Winterson's rtovels, including Oranges Are Not the
Only Fruit, arc available in Vintage editions. Tl.re video of
tlre BBC's adapration ol Oranges is available frorn BBC
Euterpriscs ancl the script, writtcn by Winterson, is
availalrle in Vintage. Vitltage Livin.q Texts: Jectnette Winterson

by Margaret Rcynolds and Jonathan Noakes olfers reading
guirics lirr Orartqes Are Not the Only Fruit, The passion, Sexinll
lhe Cherry antl Tltt PowerBook. You can access Jeanette
Wintersorr's orvn rvctrsite at inlo@jeanettewinterson.com
ancl thcrc is alsrt a rcader's sitc nrn at
www. wint.ct'son. uetGf nra in /comrnunitv. htm.
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