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ABSTRACT 

Wnter Jeanette Wmterson once stated man mterview that "It's very important 

for me to find a form which fits my content," and m four of her SIX novels that form is 

an altered but still recogruzable vers10n of the quest paradigm Her content reflects her 

desrre to contest normative deflmtions of gender behavrnur and sexual expressrnn, and 

m Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit and Sexzng the Cherry, Jeanette Wmterson adopts 

the tradit10nal quest-myth to portray the progress of her characters as they Journey 

through a world m which gender and sexuality are deliberately foregrounded Oranges 

Are Not The Only Fruit is the story of a young girl who grows up lesbian m a ngidly 

heterosexual relig10us commumty The narrative, which weaves traditional fairy tales 

with Grail legend, follows the young girl's attempts to create a mythology to help her 

make some sense of her situation In Sexing the Cherry, Wmterson calls attention to the 

traditions of the quest-myth-the masculine subJect of the quest, the ngid gender 

divis10ns, the mherent heterosexism, the obJectification of women-through one 

narrator who wants to create himself m the image of the tradit10nal hero but cannot, and 

through another narrator who 1s entrapped by these same social attitudes In her novels 

Wmterson favours the strategies Rachel DuPlessis terms "wntmg beyond the endmg," 

as she uses familiar fairy tales and myths as spnngboards for her own rewntten 

vers10ns which call attention to the political and religious ideologies that construct and 

constrain the subJectlvity of her characters The frequent sexism of tradit:lonal myths 

and fairy tales is deconstructed, m her rewntten vers10ns, to reveal the underpmnmgs 

of social and sexual conformism 

This thesis exammes Wmterson's forays mto the world of the quest-myth, and 

focuses on two novels-Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit and Sexing the Cherry-m 

part:lcular The Introduct10n offers a bnef look at W mterson' s penchant for rewntmg 

fairy tales and myths m four of her six novels, and examines several recumng motifs m 

her fiction Chapter One contrasts the tradit:lons off airy tales and of the quest paradigm 

(as delmeated by Northrop Frye and Joseph Campbell) with Wmterson's own 

ll 



m Sexing the Cherry Usmg v1v1dly contrastmg narrators, Wmterson scrutm1zes not only 

the sexist paradigm of the trad1t1onal quest, but also the 1deolog1cal forces that construct 

normative defirut10ns of love and desire In the Conclusion I contrast the quests of the two 

novels My mtent1on m this thesis 1s not to quest10n why Wmterson uses the quest motif so 

much as study her use of the traditional quest paradigm to deconstruct how rehg1ous and 

poht1cal forces often conspire to force a certain form of conform1ty m the subJect1v1ty of her 

characters 

Exammers 

Dr Smaro Kamboureh, Supervisor (Department of English) 

Dr Lianne McLarty, External Exarnm 
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Introduction 

The quest motif 
10 the novels of Jeanette W 1nterson 

The past cannot be recorded, it can only be 
retold Re-telhng the past 10 years 1s not for 
me a calendar exercise It 1s a metaphysical 
exercise I want to know what changes have 
taken place m the way we thmk, what has 
happened to our 1magmations 
-Jeanette Wmterson 1 

In 1985 a novel entitled Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit was published m Bntam 

In it, a young gul named Jeanette tells a story about her life with her mother and father m a 

worlang-class town m the north of England, narrat:mg these events with frequent recourse 

to a world of mythology and fairy tale The story of trus young gul' s life bears stnkmg 

resemblances to the hfe story of the book's author, Jeanette Wmterson Not only do they 

share similar b10graphies as adopted cruldren of repressively rehg10us parents, but both 

Wmterson and the protagorust of Oranges demonstrate a deep fascmatlon with explonng 

issues of gender development, the quest motif, and with "rewntmg" myths and f auy tales 

Indeed, m each subsequent novel Jeanette Wmterson has wntten smce Oranges, her mterest 

m the development of gender identity and the youthful quest for identity as well as a 

profound concern with the "nature" of fairy tales and myths have proven to be promment 

motifs 

In four of the six novels Jeanette Wmterson has wntten-Oranges Are Not The 

Only Frult (1985), Boating For Beginners (1985), The Passzon (1987), and Sexing the 

1 "All Teeth 'N' Snules" (32) 



Cherry (1989)-gammg a sense of selfhood and the quest for 1dent1ty are the predommant 

themes The mtngumg manner m which Wmterson develops an evolvmg sense of 1dent1ty 

w1thm each of her characters moves through the rhythms of the trad1t1onal quest My 

readmg of how Wmterson explores tlns sense of identity 1s mdebted to de Laureus' 

mtroductory comments m Feminist StudLes/CntLcal StudLes 

Self and 1dent1ty, m other words, are always grasped and understood 

w1thm particular discursive configurat10ns Consc10usness, therefore, 1s 

never fixed, never attamed once and for all, because discursive boundaries 

change with historical cond1t10ns 

In this perspective, the very notion of identity undergoes a shift 

identity 1s not the goal but rather the pomt of departure of the process of self­

consc10usness, a process by which one begms to know that and how the 

personal 1s poht1cal, that and how the subJect 1s specifically and materially 

en-gendered m its social cond1t10ns and poss1b1hties of existence (8-9) 

Identity ex1st1ng as process, as a "pomt of departure" rather than a "goal," is an mtegral 

issue m Wmterson's novels The consc10usness of her characters, as Wmterson 

demonstrates, 1s mterpreted witlnn a vast network of d1ffermg meanmgs and 

representations That 1s, the identities her characters develop are profoundly mfluenced by 

their specific social situations Identity, for Wmterson, 1s never fixed, mstead, 1t 1s a 

contmually evolvmg, contmually developmg process 

2 

Wmterson's use of the quest for 1dent1ty 1s a central issue m her work, but her 

radical treatment of myths and fauy tales 1s most pertment to my study In the trad1t10n of 

such authors as Angela Carter, Anne Sexton, and Sara Maitland, but with considerably 

more comedic emphasis, Wmterson's novels draw attenuon to theIT femmizauon of 

tradiuonal myths and fairy tales Her gender-based readmg of both the figures and the 

literary convenuons of these genres 1s mtended to scrutm1ze theu 1deolog1es She toys with 

not10ns of how characters come to gnps with theu 1dent1ty and sexuality, and how they 

balance the1r resulung mterpretauons with the demands placed upon them by thelf culture 

The d1alect1c relauons Wmterson develops between her characters and the social narratives 

surroundmg them draw our attent10n to the lnerarchlcal relauonshlp between cultural 

normalcy and cultural acceptance These cultural narratives encompass the often ms1stent 

social pressures that attempt to dictate how a character's life should be conducted These 

pressures generally concern issues of marnage, sexuality, and smtable gender behav10ur, 
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particularly for the women characters I take this preoccupat10n with the social structures 

that form gender behav10ur to be one of W mterson' s pnmary ficllonal mterests In an 

mterv1ew \\1th Helen Barr, she remarks that "the story we are told about ourselves" 1s 

"prescnpt1ve" and "debilitallng," and she mamtams that we should be "encouraged to tell 

our own stones" about ourselves "How many people," she argues, "can honestly say that 

they have made their own choices, theu own dec1s10ns?" (Barr 31) 

Wmterson' s techruque of "rewntmg" stones opens a space m which she explores 

how cultural stones are constructed and cuculated This becomes most apparent m her 

treatment of sexuality and gender She uses the human body as a space, a space to be 

expenenced and explored The cultural mscnption of sexuality and gender, namely the 

ways m wruch gender percepllon mscnbes itself on the body, particularly with regards to 

women, forms an important part of Wmterson's fictional forays Through her 

femm1zat10ns of mythology and fairy tales, as well as through her uoruc "rewntmg" of 

history, the body that emerges from her novels 1s one that reflects, while refusmg, the 

hm1tat10ns of cultural prescnpt10ns The body 1s no mere passive mstrument 1t 1s a body 

that sets aside official vers10ns m order to wnte its own vers10n, that demonstrates how 

1denllty should be "less a matter of fmal discovery than perpetual remvention" (Fuss 7) To 

use the words of Rachel Blau DuPless1s, Jeanette Wmterson 1s "wntmg beyond the 

endmg" (x) 

Teresa de Lauret1s posits that "the body 1s continually and mev1tably caught up m 

representation," as 1t 1s "the supreme obJect of representation" for a vast arena of soc10-

cultural practices ( 12) One of the most important features of Wmterson' s f1ct10n 1s her 

explorallon of the d1ffenng ways m which the body, the female body m particular, 1s 

represented across history Usmg gender as a descnption of the social organization of the 

relationship between the sexes, Wmterson takes the physical bodies of her characters and 

explores the many ways of how gender 1s mscnbed and proscnbed on them She plays 

gender as we would a game, shapmg and shlfllng the categones that d1stmgmsh fem1rune 

from masculine, masculme from fem1rune 

Gender becomes, m this manner, not so much a destmy as a poss1b1hty, a 

hypothesis Wmterson presents her characters as playful pawns m her game of gender­

bendmg, and molds theu bodies m the furnace of her 1magmat10n "I hke to look at those 

things we hold dear-mamage, the church, sexuality-and bnng them mto the area of 

debate," she says m one mterv1ew (Anshaw 17) Those "thmgs" reveal Wmterson's 

penchant for explonng the discourses of maJor societal practices through her narratives Yet 

there 1s no defm1t1ve sense of closure or finality to her quenes m any of her novels, which 
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seems a deliberate move on her part "I see my books as gateways, as opportumtles 

begmnmgs, not ends," she remarks She goes on to say that her books are "for the reader 

to thmk about, to make up therr own mmds" (Barr 31) 

In each novel, Wmterson takes considerable license with myths and farry tales, yet 

she also mampulates realistic conventions and hlstoncal facts to SUlt her fict10ns We 

recogmze the characters that populate her stones as figures from history books, the cntical 

tradit10n, mythologies , and fairy tales They are posited as characters-Napoleon, John 

Tradescant, Northrop Frye, Noah, Artemis , Onon, and the Twelve Dancmg Pnncesses­

tellmg stones while commenting on the progress of theu narratives with remarkable 

awareness Wmterson 's fus10n of mythology, fairy tale, and history results m deliberate 

constructions that pomt to the debihtating effects, and subversive potential, of the cultural 

narratives on the lives of her characters 

The fairy tales, myths, and histones Wmterson draws from are not obscure In theu 

familiar vers10ns, they stand behmd Wmterson's fictions as palimpsests By radically 

changmg therr tone without, however, altenng theu essential plot-Imes, Wmterson wntes 

over them and through them "Everyone who tells a story tells it differently, Just to remmd 

us that everybody sees it differently," wntes the narrator of Oranges "Some people say," 

she contmues, "there are true thmgs to be found, some people say all kinds of thmgs can be 

proved I don' t believe them The only thmg for certain is how comphcated it all is, like 

stnng full of knots It's all there but hard to find the begmnmg and impossible to fathom 

the end The best you can do is admrre the cat's cradle, and maybe knot it up a bit more 

History should be a hammock for swmgmg and a game for playmg, the way cats play" 

(91) And so it is with all Wmterson' s narrators They tell stones about the daily events of 

therr lives, yet they tell these stones m such a way that the tales which emerge from therr 

reconfigurations reveal the relative nature of therr own construct10n 

In The Passwn, the boundary between reality and fantasy is dehberately 

foregrounded by the characters themselves There are several characters who v01ce the 

same phrase, and this phrase-"I'm telling you stones Trust me"-pomts to the relativity 

of creduhty, for some of these "stones" go beyond the boundanes of credibility as 

fantasies, yet are actual facts m the narrative For example, the Venetian boatgrrl, Villanelle, 

is born with the webbed feet that we are told is charactenstic of Venetian boatmen, who are 

apparently able to walk on water Villanelle is matter of fact about this anatomical feature, 

yet when it surfaces m Henn' s narrative, it is presented as a fantastic story, woven for the 

"wildest dreams" of the peasants he and Villanelle are lodgmg with "Patnck and I could 

hardly swallow our laughter," he comments, "one even nsked excommumcation by 
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suggestmg that perhaps Chnst had been able to walk on the water thanks to the same 

accident of birth" (104) The vanous ways m which these "stones" are presented, and how 

they are m tum received by other characters, demands a more discermng analysis of how 

such concepts as "history" or "reality" are determmed 2 

Wmterson's emphasis on the constantly shlftmg context of perspective extends not 

only mto her analysis of myths and fairy tales, but also mto her use of history The 

relativity of histoncal discourse becomes a metaphor for Wmterson' s own designs, a fact 

she readily acknowledges "The pnnc1ple of my work is to suggest that we can never really 

know what did and didn't happen, that the boundaries between lu.story and story-tellmg, 

between reality and dreammg, are always bemg blurred and muddled" (Thomson 5) The 

subJectivity of the narrative v01ce becomes, then, a motif that merges the lu.stoncal with the 

fabulous, leavmg us with a palimpsest of Wmtersoman proport10ns One gets the sense that 

Wmterson's motive 1s not so much the rewntmg of history as the rewntmg of those 

conventional notions of perception that determme histoncal discourse In Oranges, 

Wmterson makes a deltberate reference to the deceptive obJectivity of histoncal discourse 

"In some ghastly way," Jeanette wntes, "Pol Pot was more honest than the rest of us have 

been Pol Pot decided to dispense with the past altogether To dispense with the sham of 

treating the past with obJective respect" (92) The mscnpt10n of history, as Wmterson 

deftly illustrates, 1s mformed by the values and beliefs of its mscnber Under the apparent 

obJectrvity of the histoncal account hes the mev1tably biased opm1ons of the histonan The 

ideological assumpt10ns of the wnter and of the culture m which histoncal accounts 

ongmate cannot help but mscnbe themselves mto these narratives Hayden White, m ''The 

Histoncal Text as Literary Artifact," emphasizes this pomt "[T]here has always been a 

reluctance," he argues, "to consider histoncal narratives as what they manifestly are­

verbal flct10ns, the contents of which are as much mvented as found and the forms of 

which have more m common with their counterparts m literature than they have with those 

m the sciences" (42) 

Thus, by fictionahzmg lu.story, Wmterson 1mpltes that history itself 1s a form of 

fictron In her novels, tu.story 1s presented as the "official vers10n" which then merges with 

mythology and fairy tale drama One example of this occurs m The Passion, where Henn, 

a fict10nal soldier from Napoleon's Grande Armee, presents us with a narrative that 

2 See Hayden White' s Metahistory (Balumore Johns Hopkms P, 1978) or Donumc LaCapra's History and 
Criticism (ltluca, New York Cornell UP, 1985) for a closer exammauon of the decepuve "truth" m 
histoncal accounts, whlle Michel Foucault's analyses of socio-cultural structures, parucularly m The 
History of Sexuality and D1sc1plme and Punish (New York Pantheon, 1977) provide numerous examples 
of the ideological underpmnmgs mherent m social values 



emphasizes the worst aspects of war, mstead of the heroism and bravery we commonly 

associate with Great Battles of bygone days 

Nowadays people talk about the thmgs [Napoleon] did as though they made 

sense As though even his most disastrous mistakes were only the result of 

bad luck or hubns 

It was a mess 

Words hke devastation, rape, slaughter, carnage, starvation are lock 

and key words to keep the pam at bay Words about war that are easy on the 

eye 

I'm tellmg you stones Trust me (5) 

6 

Wmterson's characters d1rect our attention to the process by which we mterpret 

stones and events, but they also pose quesuons as to whose pomt of view determmes the 

official version of history One example of this mampulatlve rendenng of history can be 

seen m Boating for Beginners This is what Gardener, an archeologist reflectmg on the 

plausib1hty of Noah and his family actually survivmg the Flood, says "'Damn good story,' 

thought Gardener as he drank his coffee Absolutely plausible once you started to go along 

with it" (158) The irony of this comment hes m the fact that Judaeo-Chnstlan rehg10n has 

"gone along with" this "damn good story' ' for centunes, without quesuonmg the possibility 

of a boatload of people actually survivmg such a catastrophe Another example is also 

related to this biblical theme An orange demon m Boating for Beginners (an mcubus-hke 

figure who apparently exists as a "plot elemental"), tells the novel 's protagomst that 

"' [w]hat seems outrageous to one generauon becomes a commonplace to the next later, 

when it's history, no one will be surpnsed "' (96-7) 

In this thesis, then, I mtend to concentrate on Wmterson' s femmization of myths 

and fairy tales through her use of the quest motif, specifically m the context of Sexing the 

Cherry and Oranges 3 These novels are dommated by the search for identrty, a quest that 

often takes place withm a hostile or unreceptive chmate Wmterson uses the quest motlf m 

parucular to examme stereotypes of masculine and femmme behaviour, and to cntique what 

she terms "the great divis10n" between "the heroes and the home-makers" that "ma[kes] hfe 

possible" (Sexing 131) These stereotypes, "rewntten" as they are by Wmterson, are 

3 By "fenumzauon of myths and fairy tales" I refer to the manner m which Wmterson transforms these 
formulas from male-centered narrauves to mclude characters of both sexes, and should not be confused with 
a fenumst treatment of myths and fairy tales In these ferrumzed stones the emphasis 1s less on a woman­
centred narrauve than on a narrauve that mcorporates voices of many characters-female or male 
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shown to be disabhng attitudes that her characters have mterna.hzed m theu efforts to 

develop a sense of identity The effects of these stereotypes of gender behav10ur and sexual 

expression appear both m chance phrases and moments of extreme lucidity m the 

narratives In addit10n to questionmg stereotypes of behaviour and express10n, Wmterson 

makes the quest motlf itself and its traditional parameters another contentious issue m her 

fict10n As Jordan, one of the narrators m Sexing the Cherry says, stereotypical not10ns of 

"how it's supposed to be" for the typical hero can be very difficult to shake off Jordan's 

dreams of bemg famous are not supported by the reality he encounters 

When Tradescant asked me to go with him as an explorer I thought I 

might be a hero after all, and bring back something that mattered, and in 

the process find something I had lost The sense of loss was hard to talk 

about What could I have lost when I never had anything to begin with? 

I had myself to begm with, and that it what I lost Lost it m my mother 

because she is bigger and stronger than me and that's not how it's supposed 

to be with sons But lost it more importantly m the gap between my ideal of 

myself and my poundmg heart (100-101) 

This chance phrase-"that's not how it's supposed to be"-so mnocent, yet so deeply 

mgramed with suspect attitudes and perceptions, becomes emblematic of the destructive 

forces that constram and contam these characters' consciousness As I hope to 

demonstrate, the quests of these characters are one and the same Questing, m W mterson' s 

novels, is all about break.mg the "magic spells" of the cultural mythologies that encourage a 

certam type of conformity or behav10ur from the mdividual m the society These cultural 

mythologies are evident m many aspects of society, they frequently take the form of an 

imperative this is how it should be Although there are many afflhat10ns and simtlanties 

with the quest paradigms of Joseph Campbell and Northrop Frye, Wmterson's characters 

have clear deviations from the traditional quest paradigm, for mstead of conformmg to 

soc10-cultural tradition, they must learn to disregard it And whether male or female, her 

protagonists appear as "heroes " 

You will note that I refer to the female protagorusts as "heroes," and not as 

"heromes" As Rachel Brownstem says "The paradigmatic hero 1s an overreacher, the 

herome is overdetermmed The hero moves toward a goal, the herome tnes to be 1t He 

makes a good name for himself, she is concerned with keepmg her good name," (82-83) I 

call Wmterson's characters "heroes" because I want to avoid the connotations imphed by 
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the tradit:lonal "herome" The hero is an act:lve figure m the tradiuonal quest, while the 

herome is frequently a passive player Instead, I want to focus on Wmterson's 

reformulat:lon of the equat10n of the tradit10nal hero with the mascuhne gender It is evident 

that the female protagonists of her novels are not heromes m the convent:lonal sense of the 

word, but rather act:lve seekers after their own developmg identities 

In the subsequent chapters that follow I will focus on how Wmterson feminizes the 

quest motif and fairy tales m order to explore the development of gender and identlty 

Chapter One examines Wmterson' s adaptat10n and deconstruct:lon of the convent10ns of the 

tradit:lonal quest paradigm The tradiuonal theones of Joseph Campbell and Northrop Frye 

form the background of my understandmg of the traditional quest paradigm, while recourse 

to the recent work of Dana Heller helps me analyze how W mterson uses the quest motif m 

her fict:lon4 One of the ways m which Winterson deconstructs the tradit10nal quest is m her 

dehberate focus on the relat10nship between cultural acceptability and the perceived 

"success" of the quest Through her "rewntten" histones, quests, and fairy tales, a new 

form of the quest emerges This new quest, unhke the tradit10nal quest, reJects the 

measurement of success through recourse to socially acknowledged achievements, and 

mstead focuses on the integnty of mdlviduals, no matter what margmal world they might 

mhabit Winterson's scrut:lny of "those thmgs we hold dear" (Anshaw 17) manifests itself 

in her ch01ce of quests for her characters, as the inst:1tut10ns of mamage, heterosexuality, 

and the Chnstian Church are held up to the mtense gaze of her hterary zeal 

Chapter Two 1s a study of W mterson' s use of the lesbian body as a site of 

content10n m Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit Here I deal with how the narrator portrays 

the fundamentahst vision of her Church and the power it has m constructmg a discourse of 

acceptable gender behaviour and sexual desire More specifically, I explore how the 

narrator uses the language of mythology and folklore in an effort to develop a nurtunng 

"mythology" of her own when her budding sexuality develops m a way that, according to 

her family, is most emphatically not the way "it's supposed to be" My reading of Oranges 

is partially mdebted to Mana Tatar's Off With Their Heads, which is an exammation of the 

meanmg of cultural narrat:lves-folktales m particular The conclus10n of this novel is of 

part:lcular mterest when examinmg how the "success" of the traditional quest is measured, 

and if Wmterson pomts to a different direction for rebellious female questers 

4 My use of the theones of Joseph Campbell and Northrop Frye nught seem contradictory, given that I am 
attempung to demonstrate Wmterson' s radical treatment of myth and fairy tale, but it is essenual to 
understand how the structure of the tradluonal quest Iles at the center of Wmterson' sown adaptauons, 
however radical they nught be In addiuon, both Frye and Campbell elaborate on the psychic processes of 
the quest mentality m a manner most mvaluable to my argument 
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Chapter Three analyzes Wmterson's unusual treatment of the physical body as a 

space to be explored and mapped m Sexing the Cherry The construction of the body and 

its excesses as well as the excesses of desire form the focus of this chapter Usmg vividly 

contrastmg narrators, Wmterson first deconstructs the traditional paradigms of the quest, 

and then subsequently attempts to reconstruct a feminized quest mot:lf that allows for a 

more heterogeneous expressrnn of desire She uses her narrators to deconstruct 

convent10nal images of body/gender construction and mhented attitudes of desire and 

excessive gender behav10ur Her resulting mterpretat10n of the quest motif speaks of a new 

quest hero, and it is a hero of limitless potential My readmg draws from MarJone Garber' s 

Vested Interests , which is an mdepth study of transvestmsm and transsexuals If Oranges 

Are Not The Only Fruit is Wmterson's first foray mto the conventionally gendered world 

of the quest-romance, then Sexing the Cherry represents a more radical scrutmy of the 

nature of desire, the search for identity through myth and fairy tale, and the cultural 

approbat10n necessary for a "successful" quest 

The Conclusrnn to this thesis attempts to provide a synthesis of Wmterson' s 

theones of gender and identity formation through specific reference to the quest paradigm 

The question I attempt to deal with here concerns whether or not the femlillzed quest that 

Wmterson posits merely replaces one gendered paradigm with yet another gendered 

paradigm Does she replace one essentialist narrative with her own equally essentialist 

vis10n? Or is she able to negotiate the essentialist paradigm (noted by many cntics) with, 

shall we say, "success"? 
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Chapter One 

Quest Heroes and Talkative Princesses 

The Quest 

Wmterson's use of the quest theme, partlcularly with regards to her female 

characters, raises many questions about quest heroes and the trad1t10nal quest paradigm 

Accordmg to both Northrop Frye and Joseph Campbell, quest heroes are always male 

This feature of the tradit10nal quest is dealt with extensively by Dana Heller "The 

prescnbed patterns of the quest," she comments, "would appear to mdicate that identity zs 

an exclusively mascuhne attnbute Women's roles remam sigruficant only m relat10n to the 

heroes whose identities they strengthen they have no desires except to be chosen and 

adored by heroes" (4) The masculme character of the quest hero is an issue with which 

Wmterson deals extensively Her characters, be they male or female, and their quests 

depart from the paradigmatic models of the traditional quest Wmterson alters the quest 

hero pattern to swt the gender of her female characters The typical quest hero of 

Wmterson's fictions is no longer the vmle male whose success is measured by ms 

strength, bravery, or cunmng, nor is the typical quest Journey measured m terms of wealth 

or power In Wmterson's novels, the typical quest hero, together with the ongomg 

progress of self-actualtzation, deconstructs both the structure and the ideologies of the 

traditional quest 

The quest pattern descnbed by Northrop Frye m Anatomy of Crztzczsm follows a 

very similar format to the quest formula descnbed m Joseph Campbell's The Hero wzth a 

Thousand Faces Accordmg to Frye, the quest has three pnmary stages "the stage of the 

penlous Journey and the preltmmary mmor adventures, the crucial struggle, usually some 

kmd of battle m which either the hero or h1s foe, or both, must die, and the exaltation of the 
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hero" (187) Campbell ' s analysis, if we use the chapter headmgs from Hero , is virtually 

identical "Departure," "Iruuauon," and "Return" (ix) Thus, the hero must venture from his 

commumty, achieve a successful measure of his quest, and return to be welcomed by his 

commumty Quests, m this manner, are about the successful negotiation of the hazards and 

penls that threaten the cohesion of the social umt The hero is the mdividual who can 

vanqwsh these dangers to the greater benefit of his society, even if it means his eventual 

demise 

The character of the hero speaks, then, to the conformity required of the hero 

Conformity, m this case, is determmed by the particular configurauons of his society The 

essential qualities of the hero revolve around bravery and strength, but what emerges from 

an analysis of both Frye and Campbell ' s theones is the underlymg relat10nship between 

cultural normalcy and acceptability The qualities of the hero never allude to homosexuality 

or gender confus10n The hero is always a stereotype-strong, white, and male An 

exammation of the pattern of the traditional quest reveals, m this mstance, the traditional 

ideological underpmnmgs of this particular literary form In Anatomy of Criticism, Frye 

provides a gloss of the traditional quest-romance "The central form," he comments, " is the 

dragon-ktlling theme exemplified m the stones of St George and Perseus A land ruled 

by a helpless old kmg is laid waste by a sea-monster, to whom one young person after 

another is offered to be devoured, unttl the lot falls on the kmg' s daughter at that pomt the 

hero arnves, kills the dragon, marnes the daughter, and succeeds to the kingdom" (189) It 

is a condition of the quest that the hero must venture away from his commuruty mto the 

arena of the unknown, whether it be an unexplored forest, a voyage across the seas, or a 

trip to foreign lands Thus the central form of the quest mvolves a dialectical movement 

between the hero and what happens to him This pattern not only follows a specific 

traJectory, it also marufests an acute tens10n between the hero, who is mvanably male, and 

woman, who is mevitably an accessory m the hero ' s quest 

A companson of Wmterson's quest heroes, parucularly her female heroes, with 

those of tradit10nal quest literature raises quest10ns with regards to gender and sexuality, 

but also to the terms of success by which the tradit10nal quest is measured Success, m 

convent10nal terms, is measured m the reflection of a typically male desire "In the picture 

language of mythology," asserts Joseph Campbell, "[woman] represents the totality of 

what can be known" (Hero 116), and Wmterson takes this statement literally m her 

femiruzed quest To her male characters, the women m their lives frequently represent a 

"totality" of knowledge about love and hfe The female characters are often stronger, 

emotionally and physically, and wiser than their male counterparts That gender is of 
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overwhelming sigmficance m Wmterson's novels is evident when companng her quest 

heroes with heroes from tradit10nal quest literature This fact has not gone unnoticed by 

Anms Pratt In Archetypal Patterns in Women 's Fzctwn, Anms Pratt notes that, when usmg 

quest patterns descnbed by Frye, Campbell, and Jung "to plot structures of women's 

novels," one observes "more than surface" differences (5) Women's fictlon, accordmg to 

Pratt, "reflects an expenence radically different from men's because our dnve towards 

growth as persons is thwarted by our society's prescnpt10ns regardmg gender" (6) 

Woman's "desue for selfhood," Pratt goes on to say, "comes up against the assumpt10n 

that a woman asprrmg to selfhood is by defimt.Ion selfish, deviatmg from norms of 

subservience to the dommant gender" (6) These comments are reflected throughout 

Jeanette Wmterson 's work Her female characters are constantly challenged by constnctlng 

social defmiuons of femlillruty and sexual behav10ur Yet this challenge is also reflected m 

Wmterson's male characters, who are smularly thwarted by conventional defimt10ns of 

masculme behav10ur 

What emerges from Wmterson's novels, then, is an altered form of the quest 

Traditional affihations are evident, but recogruzable changes can be observed m the 

resolution of the quest plot Wmterson's heroes are usually figures on the fnnges of theu 

culture, who, because of therr sexuahty or therr character, are considered marginal or 

deviant in therr social milieu Her female characters m particular are pnme examples In 

traditional quest literature, the hero emerges from obscunty to become, through the process 

of his Journey, a central figure of his society In the fict10n of Jeanette Winterson, the quest 

hero also emerges from obscunty, but where the traJectory of the tradltlonal quest 

culmmated m the glonfication of the hero and hls remtegration with hls community, m 

Wmterson's novels the quest never achieves a formal complet10n, but remams an ongoing 

process, and her characters remain, by choice, fnnge-dwellers 

W mterson' s explorations of identlty through the quest motif manifest a significant 

change in social and ideological 1mphcat1ons of the quest paradigm Battles are no longer 

defmed as brave encounters between heroes and the dragons snortmg fire at them Suffice 

to say, one of the difficulties facmg the modern quest hero in W interson' s novels hes in 

battlmg the "dragons" of deflilltlon that have tradltlonally governed male and female 

behav10ur The relat10nshlp between cultural normalcy and the trad1t10nal quest hero, who, 

m the conventlonal quest paradigm, 1s generally remtegrated unproblemaucally back mto 

his commumty, becomes foregrounded m Wmterson's explorations The form of the quest, 

m Wmterson's novels, founders m the apparent d1SJunct10n between her heroes and therr 

often mhospitable commurutles These difficulties are noted by Dana Heller "[t]he 
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transformation of the quest-romance from a form that precludes the female subJect to one 

that speaks directly to woman's changed posiuon in the pubhc sphere is a clear indicat10n 

that the very concept of her01sm needs to be cnucally scrutlruzed and redefined for a 

feminized age" (13) Winterson makes dehberate reference to this "concept of heroism," 

but she stresses the frequently deblhtaung effects of societal definitions that pertam to 

masculine as well as feminine behaviour She portrays the concept of hero worship as 

bemg, for her characters, one of the most debilitating obstacles in their paths to self­

awareness, particularly m regards to the male figures in her novels 

One of the most p01gnant examples of male her01sm thwarted by societal 

conventions is found in The Passion There are two narrators in this novel a woman, 

Vtllanelle, and a man, Henn Villanelle is a wonderfully strong and vibrant quest hero 

She, unlike Jeanette m Oranges, is uncrushed by her traumauc encounters in the course of 

the novel Henn, however, stands in complete contrast to Villanelle He is a gentle, passive 

man who is completely unprepared for the gross reahty of war Henn decides to sign up 

with the recruiting officer from Napoleon's army "When the army recruitment came," he 

remarks, "it was a brave band of us who laughed and said it was time we saw more than 

the red barn and the cows we had birthed We signed up straight away and those of us who 

couldn't wnte made an opt1mist1c smear on the page" (6) He expects to discover a brave 

new self in the course of his service to Napoleon, but it is not until he loses an eye m battle, 

and hterally begins to "see" things differently, that he is able to view the nature of his hero 

worship for what it really is The events which follow touch Henn in ways that radically 

transform his innocent character At the novel's conclus10n, he refuses to leave the island 

pnson on which he has been incarcerated, prefemng instead to wreathe himself in the 

ghosts of his dead fnends "I don' t ever want to be alone again," he says, "and I don't 

want to see any more of the world" (152) 

The most frequent ferrurune depicuons in quest stones revolve around a slut or 

samt pattern of exposiuon, and this is an issue Wmterson deals extensively with Her 

interest in explonng "those things we hold dear-mamage, the church, sexuahty" (Anshaw 

17)-is partlcularly v1S1ble m her ch01ce of female characters and their situauons Mamage 

1s a clear target in her fictions, particularly in Boating for Beginners The inst1tut1on of 

mamage 1s presented here as a stifling and creauvely inhib1t1ng force for women that 1s 

rarely considered for what 1t is-a social opuon-mstead, it 1s represented as a cultural 

imperauve The cultural dictates surrounchng the mst1tut1on of mamage are summed up m 

the character of Mrs Mun de, Olona Mun de' s mother Olona' s mother had, apparently, 

"found romance," but "1t wasn't enough" (67) Mrs Munde "was not free-thmkmg ma 
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sense that would have allowed her to quest10n the mstrtutrons that made her moody her 

family, her mamage, her career prospects," and so she takes up rehg10n, because it offers 

her "the space to be safe and eccentnc at the same trme" (67) Mrs Munde, who merely 

substrtutes one unsatisfactory mst1tut1on for another, is an example to her daughter, who is 

equally unsure about where her allegiances should he In trus context, Wmterson's diatnbe 

agamst marnage is clothed m a shrewdly conceived satire 

Glona had read about orgasms but she thought they were somethmg 

you only had with men She didn't know that you could have them by 

yourself or m the supermarket Bunny Mix sometimes spoke of the strange 

thunderclap on the weddmg rught, when the bnde more or less melted and 

her new husband rolled over m tenderness and tnumph-because of course 

the girl had never expenenced the feehng of true love 

Bunny Mix called 1t [sex] a ternfymg force and cautioned all her 

readers not to be ensnared too soon She felt that even m marriage 1t should 

be measured out, otherwise, she said, 1t made you hmp and without 

ambition 1f you were male, unnatural 1f you were female Babies, she said, 

should keep your mmd off 1t (34-35) 

Glona has mtemahzed the worst aspects of gender stereotypes, to the extent that 

she believes everythmg she reads Orgasms are mystenous "thunderclaps" that should 

occur m the sanctity of marnage (and m the presence of a man) Women are filled with 

"unnatural" urges that are best stifled by mamage and motherhood It is not possible, it 

would seem, to be a female quest hero and be marned But it is even harder to be a quest 

hero and have to change the baby's nappies What Wmterson does m Boating is to use her 

female characters to expose specific mst1tut10ns for what they are-mhibiting cultural 

ideologies Mrs Munde 1s too timid to really question the mstitutrons of mamage and 

motherhood-she merely does what 1s expected of her In much the same spmt, her 

daughter Glona also lacks the "free-thmlang" spmt, at least untrl a vanety of strange 

occurrences combme to bnng her out of her lethargic and apathetic boredom 

The combmation of mamage and motherhood 1s another area m wruch W mterson' s 

quest heroes deviate from tradition Mother-chtld relat1onsh1ps provide a way m which 

Wmterson can explore her preoccupat10n with the dtfficulues facmg the modem quester, 

but these are by no means tradiuonal relat10nshtps As an adopted child herself, 

Wmterson's penchant for fictional foundlings tS evident-very few of the mother/daughter 
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relattonships are b10logical relat10nships In her fict10ns, givmg birth is not a prereqUisite to 

bemg a mother Nevertheless, her fict10nal mothers often represent old-fashioned nottons 

of love and sexual behaviour, and the advice they give therr chtldren reflects the way they 

themselves have mternahzed cultural constramts The adrnorushments facmg the modern 

hero have '\lery httle to do with witches and wizards, but the emphasis is the same sexuality 

is dangerous 'Don ' t touch yourself Down There,' these mothers tell theu daughters, 

pomtmg somewhere m the reg10n of theu apron pockets 

The confusmg advice of therr famihes IS one of the hurdles facmg Wmterson 's 

modern quest heroes In Oranges, Jeanette is completely dismayed by the advice of her 

aunt, who tells her that "[t]here 's what we want and there's what we get" (72) In 

Wmterson's ficuons, the female quester learns to disregard this kmd of social dialogue that 

beset her at every opportumty Yet, as Wmterson's novels are studies m mterpersonal 

relat10nshtps, there are many opporturuties for her female characters to get waylaid In 

Boating, Glona is tom between the "Emotional Baby B10" of her romance fict10n and the 

mtrusive "Gross Realtty" that has very httle resemblance to her romance novels, and which 

is mfmitely less reassunng than her romance fict10n The challenge facmg Wmterson' s 

female quest heroes, from the woman who is gambled away by her husband m The 

Passion to the twelve women who are forcibly marned to twelve pnnces m Sexing the 

Cherry, is to fight the cultural proscnpt10ns that seem to define them at every opportumty 

Similarly, the challenge facmg the male quest hero requrres an mtense scrutiny of what it 

means to "act hke a man," and of the drasttc effects a ngid adhes10n to this dictum brmgs 

In Boating for Beginners, the quest facmg Glona Munde is a parodic vers10n of 

what happens m Oranges, but with a stronger sauncal emphasis on gender and sexuahty 

Wmterson "rewntes" the Flood story, usmg Glona, an mumate observer of bibhcal events, 

as her narrator Glona's identity is mitially mformed by her hterary mfatuation with the 

Harlequm-hke novels of Bunny Mix Through the plot mechanisms Wmterson mtroduces 

to stir up Glona-transsexuality, unfulfilled mamages, masturbat10n-we follow Glona 

through the process of developing an identtty that 1s not predicated on the delusive aspects 

of Bunny Mix's heterosexual romances At the close of the novel, Glona's transsexual 

fnend Marlene asks Glona about the drrectton of her "mner hfe" (152) "'I feel I can 

contmue it after the flood,' replied Glona evenly 'I can thmk, I can strmg sentences 

together and I hope one day to manage a whole paragraph without losmg my theme"' 

(152) This statement reflects the same emphaslS on the continual process of the quest for 

identity that is so charactenstic of Wmterson' s fictton 
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The emphasis on the cont.mual process of the quest for identity is very strong m The 

Passion The quest heroes m The Passion are shown m diffenng stages of their Journeys 

The sett.mg is Europe dunng the tune of Napoleon, evidently a heady tune of heroes and 

whores, of wars and unhealed wounds Of the two narrators, Vtllanelle is more reckless, 

more flagrantly adventurous Villanelle, as one cntic has observed, wants every day to be 

Pentecost (Barr 33) The metaphor of gambhng dominates Villanelle's narrat.lve As she 

says 

Gambhng 1s not a vice, 1t 1s an express10n of our humanness 

We gamble Some do 1t at the gammg table, some do not 

You play, you wm, you play, you lose You play (73) 

Villanelle views hfe much as she views her hometown of Vemce-as a place where 

disgmses abound Vtllanelle has a remarkable ability to don a dlsgmse, and thls accounts 

for her equally remarkable abtl1ty to transcend the traumatic events that occur m her life 

What is stressed through the twin narratives of Villanelle and Henn is the performat.lve 

abiht.les necessary m their quests Villanelle is a performer, an acrobat m her quest for 

identity Henn, m contrast, is not a performer, although he longs to perform What 

separates their quests is a wilhngness to gamble the "valuable, fabulous thlng" (94) m therr 

lives Henn wants to be reckless, but cannot Villanelle can, and does The difference 

between them hes m Villanelle's casual philosophy "In spite of what the monks say, you 

can meet God without getting up early," she says (74) At the conclus10n of the novel, 

Villanelle cont.lnues to play with "[t]he wild card The unpredictable wild card that never 

comes when it should" (144) Henn has gone mad with what he has lost Villanelle, m 

contrast, has all the strength and assuredness of a true quest hero, and, as a result, she 

survives She is wiser, but still a gambler 

Wmterson's use of the quest mot.lf nuses, as I have shown, quest.lons regarding 

gender and sexuality In most quest hterature, female characters are polanzed m 

stereotypical patterns that merely serve to enable the hero's Journey They tempt or torment 

hun, but they never act independently Winterson deconstructs thls pattern through a 

recourse to strong female heroes, and to male heroes who are our narrauve witnesses to the 

variety of femmine forms awaiting them in therr quests Wmterson 's female characters, as 

we will see, are often larger than life The femlllized form of the quest, then, is a quest that 

acknowledges the need to develop quest patterns that do not st.lpulate a culturally acceptable 

male hero It is a quest that acknowledges the fact that characters on a quest must tell their 



own story, and tf that story goes agamst the gram of tradition, then the gram of tradition 

must be altered to accept new defimtions of quest patterns and quest heroes 

Rewrztzng Myths and Fairy Tales 
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The "rewntmg" of cultural stones is of parucular importance rn the quests of 

Wmterson's heroes In Oranges, Wrnterson uses fairy tale adaptat10ns and the Grail legend 

as developmental tools ma young grrl's bildungsroman In Boatzng for Begznners, she 

takes the Flood story and wntes a parody that treats Noah as a tyranmcal entrepreneur who 

accidentally creates God through the convergence of a bolt of hghtmng and a pool of melted 

Black Forest Gateau The Passion 1s specifically concerned with "rewntmg" the myth of 

Napoleon Bonaparte, and with the myths of war and male her01sm Sexzng the Cherry 

returns to this theme of "rewntmg" old mythologies and fairy tales, and uses the Twelve 

Dancmg Prmcesses from the Gnmms' fairy tales as characters m its storyhne 

Wmterson's "rewnting" strategies differ from those of other femm1st authors m 

specific ways What we are presented with, m Wmterson's fictions, is a deliberate attempt 

to expose the ideological underpmrungs of myths and fairy tales Her pomt is not to call 

attention to a specific femmist discourse, but to reverse the h1stoncal and cultural weight of 

heterosexism with her own discourse of equal mtens1ty She contests the sexual specificity 

so v1S1ble m myths and fairy tales through recourse to lesbian characters and, m particular, 

characters who resist the categones of conventionalized gender behav10ur In th.ts way, she 

argues agamst the umversahzmg heterosexist narratives that attempt to dictate the lives of 

her characters These characters assume positions as authontative, speakmg subJects who 

counter the totahzmg power of universal pomts of view with therr own blends of sexuality 

Wmterson's rev1S1ons use the ongmal, familiar vers10ns as frameworks, and the 

strength of her argument depends m part upon the reader's knowledge of the ongmal Her 

methodology begms with a displacement of the farruhar This displacement mvolves a 

strategic evolution of character portrayal, and m many cases her characters are emphatic 

parodies of myth and fairy tale figures What follows, then, is an attempt to deconstruct the 

cultural and sexual specificity of the farruhar story In many cases, Wmterson offers a 

specifically lesbian perspective At times her characters delve mto an alternate sexual 
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perspective through recourse to cross-dressmg Wmterson also demonstrates her 

fascmatlon with foundlmg children and with mothers who have not b10logically given 

birth Her explorat10n of these avenues raises questions about the soc10-cultural 

acceptability of the unconvent10nal family urut 

While her rewntes, partlcularly m Boating for Beginners, The Passwn, and Sexzng 

the Cherry, mamtam a fascmatlon with the extreme, what her novels aruculate is the 

relat10nshlp between cultural acceptab1hty and conventionality The "affinnat10n of 

dommant culture," which Rachel DuPlessis posits as the "central function" of myths (107) , 

is Wmterson's contmued focus DuPlessis states that "myths are considered the most 

uruversal, descnbmg deep structures of human need" (106) Both Patncrn Dunckert and 

DuPlessis hold that myths are "culturally specific" narratives that offer a specific narratonal 

perspective on events Dunckert states that myths "legitimate power structures, endorse and 

Justify existing social arrangements [and] explam politics through symbols and metaphors" 

(133) These comments are central to an understandmg of Wmterson's rewntlng of myths 

and fairy tales It is precisely the affirmat10n of dommant culture that Wmterson's quest 

heroes take issue with 

In Myths to Live By, Joseph Campbell asserts that "the moral orders of societies" 

are founded on myths, and that myths are "canonized" m rebg10us precepts (10) 

Rebellious women, and rebelbous lesbians m particular, are largely absent from traditional 

myths and fairy tales Traditional fairy tales m particular are often noted for their mhumane 

treatment of mdtv1duals who deviate from the norm The focus of myths and fairy tales 1s 

predicated, as Jack Z1pes notes, on issues of power, oppress10n, and cultural conformity 

(8) Mana Tatar, m Off With Their Heads , makes an mteresting pomt that many fairy tales 

seen to be "replaymgs of one b1bbcal masterplot the Genesis account of the Fall" (96) 

Tatar goes on to comment that the usual female role speaks a stnct ideology of acceptable 

behav10ur 

Bawdy tales of proud women brought to a fall by spurned smtors focus on the 

problem of gettmg even and restormg the "natural" order m the hierarchy 

of gender From an initial position of social mfenonty, the heroes succeed 

m recovenng therr social status while at the same trme puttmg bndes m 

therr proper place-somewhere beneath them Cleaned-up hterary versions 

of these tales also show old scores bemg settled, but they so sharpen the 

didactic pomt m these narratives of revenge that the characters themselves 

teach and preach (105) 
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The temptat10n to "rewnte" mythology and fairy tales, seen from this perspective, might 

well seem obvious According to Jan Montefiore, the appeal of rewntmg mythology, 

"especially for feminists, hes not only m its archaic prestige, but m its strong connections 

with human subJectivity, so that usmg this matenal seems to be a way of escaping the 

constnctive hierarchies of tradit10n and gainmg access to the power of defirution" (56) 

Human subjectivity, from Wmterson's perspective, emphasizes a more heterogeneous 

display of sexuality and gender images Sexuality and the "acceptable" expression of it are 

key concerns of her "rewnting" strategies 

As a lesbian, and as a wnter, Wmterson's motives for rewntmg myths and fairy 

tales might be obv10us to a femirust-mmded reader Her novels affirm a culture with a 

difference, one that is largely forgotten m the mythological celebration of "dommant 

culture" In the style of Monique Wittig, whose Les Guerzlleres could be seen as a possible 

influence on Wmterson, Wmterson's "rewntes" allow her to develop strong and powerful 

female characters Wmterson, as is Wittig, 1S deeply concerned with her "task" as a wnter, 

and her beliefs that the reader must be shaken loose from conventional perceptions evokes, 

with an amazmg simtlarity, Wittig's remarks m "The TroJan Horse" 

Shklovsky said that the task of a wnter 1s to re-create the first powerful 

v1s1on of thmgs-as opposed to their daily recogmt10n But he was wrong m 

that what a wnter re-creates 1s mdeed a vision, but the first powerful 

recogmtion of words, not of thmgs As a wnter, I would be totally satisfied 1f 

every one of my words had on the reader the same effect, the same shock as 

1f they were bemg read for the first time It 1s what I call dealmg a blow with 

words (72) 

Compare that statement with this excerpt from a conversation Nicc1 Gerrard had with 

Jeanette W mterson 

Her self-appointed task 1s to "challenge the way people thmk, not Just about 

big thmgs but about httle daily thmgs as well-to free them from a trme 

from gravity" There are two religious roles accordmg to Wmterson, who 

specializes m ep1grammatic virtuosity· that of the pnest and that of the 

prophet The priests ''have all the words wntten out already and only have to 

read them" The prophets, on the other hand, "are always on the edge, crymg 



m the wilderness-and often what they say isn't wanted Art should be 

shockmg-otherwise, all you are left with is entertamment-hke a baby 

with a dummy " (13) 
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Both Wmterson and Wittig proclaun the1r mtent10n of dealmg with a powerful vis10n of 

words, and m Winterson's case m particular, with a powerful reworkmg of cultural myths 

and stones that focus on the deconstruct10n of the domrnance of heterosexist culture 5 

The heterogeneous express10n of sexuahty takes center stage m Wmterson's 

novels She uses transvestites, transsexuals, lesbians, and asexual beings as pnmary 

characters In Boating for Beginners, a transsexual named Marlene teaches Glona that 

confus10n over gender identity is not the horror Glona 1magmes 1t to be In The Passion, 

Vtllanelle dresses as a man and falls in love with a woman In Sexing the Cherry, a young 

grrl, condemned to death for the incestuous relat10nship she had with her sister, teaches a 

young man on a quest that heroism is not the ngid formula he 1magines it to be Every 

Wmterson novel stresses the constrammg social "myths" surrounding women, and the 

absolute necessity of "rewntmg" the patterns of women's lives Yet what we see through 

Wmterson's "rewntes" is the 1mportance placed on the character of the hero, who is never 

typically beautiful or convent10nally brave, but is always very different from the rest of his 

or her commumty Wmterson's "contention of authenticity helps give power to the 

retold tale and authonty to the teller, both necessary for confrontmg the cultural weight of 

Western civilization" (DuPlessis 108) Her novels, to use the words of Dana Heller, "exist 

not as sites of a substantlve category of woman, but as culturally specific performatlve acts 

that speak from within and m relation to the very complex discursive and matenal structures 

that create the effects of gender identity" (120) As Heller notes, the question is not so 

much "who are we talking about when we talk about women questmg," but rather "who 

haven' t we been talkmg about?" (120) The answer to this quest10n, m Wmterson' s flct10n , 

is evident In Winterson's novels, the fnnge-dwellers of society get the1r chance, and, as 

we will see, the1r narratives bear strange and thoughtful fruit 

5 Not only do W1tllg and Wmterson share artlsllc concerns, they also have a srnular mterest m wnllng and 
rewnllng farry tales and myths See Moruque W1tt1g 's L 'Oppoponax or Les Guemlleres 



Chapter Two 

Born of Strange Frmt: Jeanette W1nterson's 
Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit 

Identity is defined by role We are offered patterns of 
behaviour to follow, menaces if we transgress The 
divisions between mothers and daughters, between 
sisters, between all women, are the cornerstones of 
patriarchy, and the fairy -tales endorse these 
divisions with smister predictability 
-Patricia Dunckert (153) 

Questmg, a woman dares to remvent herself 
-Dana Heller (1) 
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Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit is a bzldungsroman that traces the chtldhood and 

adolescence of its narrator, Jeanette Wmterson employs Jeanette's lesbiamsm as the site of 

the novel's content10n, a contention that develops when the religious values of her parents 

colhde with Jeanette's "unrepentant" lesbiamsm Oranges, then, is the story of Jeanette's 

search for identity, her quest for defmit10n withm a community whose loyalty disappears m 

a puff of smoke at the merest whiff of what they consider deviant behav10ur Jeanette is 

brought up with an mtensely, fervently, and devoutly Evangehcal community that divides 

the world mto two categones Good (with reference to its members) and Evtl (mcludmg 

everyone else) Needless to say, the members of tlus commuruty, mcludmg Jeanette's 

parents, do not respond well to Jeanette's "deviant" sexuality This is the pnmary issue of 

the novel, and through the conflict we see Jeanette' s imagmary explorations mto an 

alternate umverse of fairy tales and quest-myths m order to make some sense of the 

confus10n that anses when she steps away from the ngid logic of her Church Every story 

she creates is deeply scored by themes of acceptance and tolerance Her quest is an attempt 

to reconcile her lesbianism with her fundamentalist upbrmgmg As we wtll see, Jeanette's 
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quest is profoundly mfluenced by the ntuals of Chnst:ian tradit:ion, yet 1t is also a quest that 

is radical m its scrutmy of that same tradit:lon 

The narrat:lve structure of Oranges reqmres some elucidat:ion Usmg the titles from 

the first eight books of the Old Testament as her own chapter headmgs, Jeanette narrates 

the events of her childhood and adolescence along simtlar themat:lc lmes Her allus10ns to 

the Old Testament take on a greater sigruficance as the events of the novel progress from 

mnocent childhood to distllus10ned adolescence Interspersed throughout her narrative are 

fairy tales and legends which Jeanette has adapted for her own purposes and which she 

uses as emot:lonal shields when the "reality" of the outside world shakes the foundations of 

the htany of rehg10us fundamentalism she has learnt from her fanat:ically religious mother 
She patterns events of her life m the form of a quest, but 1t is not, as we will see, a 

tradit10nal quest 

The mfluence of Chnstian doctrme must be taken mto account m any exammat10n 

of the novel's structure Oranges is the story of a young grrl raised m a heavily 

Chnstianized atmosphere The quest that develops through Jeanette's narrative has strong 

rehg10us overtones as it concerns her awakenmg reahzat10n that if she is to accept her 

lesbian sexual identity she must attempt a deconstruction of the dogmatic fundamentalist 

attitudes of her Church Her quest explorations m many ways are a radical and seanng 

mdictment of the contradlct:lons m the Chnst:lan doctnne as mterpreted by her Church It 

becomes evident that Jeanette carmot remain m the commuruty as a overtly lesbian woman, 

and her decis10n to challenge the mterpretat:lon of her Church's Chnstlan values forms the 

foundat10n of her quest Thus, the mfluence of the Chnstlan rebg10n on Jeanette's quest 

manifests m the fairy tale motifs she chooses Each motif argues for a greater exammation 

of the Chnst:ian mJunct10ns of tolerance and acceptance and for a less hypocnt:ical 

application of those same mJunctions Wmterson uses Jeanette's "rewntes" as tools that 

generate greater considerat:ion of the difficulties Jeanette faces m her Chnstian community if 

she is to remam both a Chnstian and a lesbian Chnstlan values, as mterpreted by her 

Church members, are deeply scored with hypocnsy and selfishness 

The surface contradictions of Jeanette's quest explorat10ns are noted by Yvonne 

Klem, who argues that while Jeanette bends and stretches the language of Chnstian 

mythology m her quest, ult1mately she remains trapped by "the mythic structure of Judaeo­

Chnstlan rehg10n" (334) Jeanette, Klem contends, "ransacks romantic myth for a story to 

replace what she has lost But neither fairy tale nor romantic legend leads her anywhere 

save a resigned acceptance of her lot" (336) Klem argument touches upon several 

1mportant pomts, but she appears to subsume the fairy tales and "romantic legend" Jeanette 
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uses under the rubnc of the Judaeo-Chnsttan mythology, which 1s m1sleadmg Judaeo­

Chnsttan mythology dtd not evolve mdependently of the wealth of mythology precedmg 1t, 

and the roots of the Judaeo-Chnstian mythic tradition are heavtly mfluenced by many 

mythologies What I thtnk 1s more to the pomt 1s that 1t 1s the patnarchal atmosphere of the 

Judaeo-Chnstian tradition hampenng Jeanette's quest, thls atmosphere 1s reflected m the 

tableaux she creates Klem mfers that Jeanette's questmg leaves her with nothmg but "a 

resigned acceptance of her lot," yet I would argue that Jeanette's attitude 1s not one of 

res1gnat10n In duect contrast to the conclus10ns of most fauy tales, the problem raised by 

Jeanette's quest 1s not one that can be magically resolved Jeanette's quest 1s more than 

stmply fmdrng a place w1thm existing commuruties-1t is a quest that challenges the 

foundational parameters of her Church's beltef system-and as such 1t not a quest that can 

be easily resolved by one mdtvidual Her return to her mother at the novel's conclus10n 

demonstrates her own growmg tolerance for the contradictory and often hypocnttcal 

attitudes of her mother, and this, I would argue, is not an attitude of resignat10n, but 

mstead it is an attitude of genume tolerance and acceptance 

Genesls 

Jeanette's attempts to estabhsh an mdependent identity m relat10n to the distorted 

world of her mother's rehg10us vis10n form the pnmary events of the narrative She 

thematizes, ma rebelltously comic way, the events of her ltfe m the form of a quest Her 

quest, largely because she has been raised by her mother to beheve that she has the abihty 

to change the world, becomes synonymous with her desue to mythologize her hfe 

Although her "btrth" is, hke the tradit10nal hero's btrth, both mystenous and full of strange 

portents, she 1s actually adopted by Lome and her husband "I had been brought m," 

Jeanette notes, "to JOtn [my mother] ma tag match against the Rest of the World" (3) We 

later discover that Lome has adopted Jeanette not from any maternal tmpulse but with the 

specific mtention of usmg Jeanette as an offenng to God Here is Jeanette's descnpt1on of 

how her mother, Lome, "found" Jeanette and became her mother 

And so it was that on a particular day she followed a star until it crune to 

settle above an orphanage, and m that place was a crib, and m that crib, a 

child A child with too much hair 



She said, 'This child is mme from the Lord' 

She took the child away and for seven days and seven mghts the child cried 

out, for fear and not knowmg The mother sang to the child, and stabbed the 

demons She understood how Jealous the Spint is of flesh 

Such warm tender flesh 

Her flesh now, sprung from her head 

Her vis10n 

Not the Jolt beneath the hip bone, but water and the word (10) 
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Jeanette narrates her adoption, m a twist of gender reversal, with an unmistakable reference 

to the birth of Chnst 6 But she also thematlzes her "brrth" with a deliberate allusion to a 

Biblical event of extreme import-God's creation of the world-but, m Jeanette' s account, 

God the father is mstead God the mother Jeanette foregrounds the fact that her mother has 

adopted her with a specific purpose, but her depiction of events implies a purpose In 

contrast to traditional quest literature this excerpt centers around the brrth of a heroic female 

figure Her employment of this parucular motif-the brrth of Chnst-mfers that, hke 

Chnst, Jeanette sees herself as a redeemer, although irutially it is not clear what avenues 

Jeanette's redemptive strategies will follow 

To complicate the drama of her brrth, Jeanette mtroduces what will later become an 

issue of extreme sigruficance-the child's "warm tender flesh" the mother is so protective 

of The attitude of possession that exists between Jeanette and her mother from the 

begmrung is foregrounded here, and the lack of maternal solicitude m Jeanette's descnption 

of her birth/adoption seems deliberate If Jeanette is the hero of Oranges, Lome represents 

the obstacles that Jeanette has to surmount Susan Suleiman comments that, as a fictional 

creation, Lome is "a tnumph for the novelist" but that as a character withm the novel, "she 

is more disastrously hampenng to her daughter than any male Although I am 

simphfymg somewhat I thmk lt is not a rrusreadmg to say that the mother is represented 

here as bemg wholly on the side of patnarchy, mdeed as the most vigorous defender of 

patnarchal values" (1990, 137) This is a common critical remark of the relationship 

between Jeanette and her mother Lome is, as Suleiman notes, completely "m thrall to male 

authonty figures God, and his earthly representatives, a few fundamentalist pastors 

6 There are, however, references to other "births" m Jeanette's narratlve Athena, Greek goddess of war, who 
sprang fully grown and fully armed from the head of her father Zeus, and Gargantua, who also sprang from 
the head of his mother (her left ear m fact), m Rabelais' Gargantua and Pantagruel 
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Fortunately for her, these authontles are qmte distant, which allows her to wield 

considerable local power whtle disclaimmg it" (1990, 138) 

From the begmnmg Jeanette seems to unconsciously exceed the codes of conduct 

upheld by her mother and by her commuruty Not only is she born "wtth too much hair," 

but she is also born with a strong combative will that defies the rules of her society 

Wmterson develops Jeanette's quest m many ways that deconstruct cultural proscnptlon, 

and nowhere is this more evident that m the relationship between mother and daughter The 

class values and societal expectat.tons facmg Jeanette are qmte tradit.tonal m that they 

mvolve mamage and motherhood Although the expectat.tons of Jeanette's mother are qmte 

different-she wants Jeanette to become a miss10nary-she still expects a certam type of 

behav10ur from her daughter Part of tlus behaviour mvolves a ngid mtolerance to anything 

remotely sexual, and the combative stance Lome held m Jeanette's "birth" extends itself 

mto the advice she gives her daughter about sex and sexuahty When Jeanette is mvited by 

the two women who run the comer shop to accompany them to the beach, Lome refuses 

without explanat.ton, and Jeanette later overhears her mother telling a fnend about the 

mcident "She said they dealt m unnatural passions," Jeanette reports, "I thought she meant 

they put chemicals m thetr sweets" (7) It turns out that these women are rumoured to be 

lesbians and Lome wants them to have no mfluence on her daughter Her attempts to 

protect Jeanette from "the frmts of the flesh" come to httle avatl, though, as Jeanette's 

narrative later demonstrates 

Another example of Lome' s prunent attitudes towards sex comes when Jeanette, 

her mother, and Mrs White overhear the noisy love-makmg from the next-door 

neighbours 

One Sunday mornmg, Just as we got m from Commumon, we heard 

strange noises, like cnes for help, commg from Next Door I took no notice, 

but my mother froze behmd the radiogram, and started to change colour 

'They're fornicating,' cned my mother, rushmg to put her hands over my 

ears 

I didn't know what formcating was, but I had read about it m Deuteronomy, 

and I knew it was sm But why was it so noisy? Most sms you did quietly so 

as not to get caught (51-52) 
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This example foregrounds Jeanette's miual atatude towards sex-"I took no notice"-but 

what her neighbours seem to be domg contradicts what she has read m Deuteronomy Her 

natural cunosity is piqued by the disJunct10n between how her mother and Mrs White 

regard the act of forrucauon and how her neighbours apparently observe 1t She is also 

cunous to see that even though her mother and Mrs White seem repulsed by the 

forrucaung gomg on Next Door, they make deliberate attempts to listen, placmg wme 

glasses agamst the wall and llstenmg mtently When Jeanette returns from a tnp to get ice­

cream the n01se has stopped, and, m an attempt to further chastise her neighbours, Lome 

leads Jeanette and Mrs White m a deafenmg chorus of rehg10us songs The neighbours 

complam loudly and the scene culmmates when Lowe, m a fit of zealous fervour, msults 

one of the neighbours with the first bit of Scnpture she trunks of The neighbour 1s a 

spotty-faced lad, and Lowe's remarks are unfortunately apt "'The Lord wzll smzte you wzth 

the bozls of Egypt, and wzth the ulcers and the scurvy and the ztch of whzch you cannot be 

cured' (Re\iised Standard Version)" (53) Wmterson thus foregrounds Jeanette's 

adolescent quest for selfhood with these two mcidents that demonstrate the unacceptable 

sexual express10n of both homosexuality and heterosexuality m her rehg10us commuruty 

As a mother, Lome is a strong-mmded character who completely dommates both 

Jeanette and the narrauve, Jeanette is brought up with the bizarre fundamentalist notions 

formed by her mother, who has the first and last word many discuss10n Jeanette 

themauzes her mother's sense of duty m a farry tale that charactenzes Lome as a pnncess 

"of great energy and resourcefulness" who is also extremely sensitive (9) Jeanette's fairy 

tale descnbes how the pnncess ventures away from her castle and fmds an old woman who 

bequeaths her wisdom and vocat10n as advisor and fnend to " a small vtllage of homely 

people" to the princess (9) The old woman dies, leavmg the pnncess m sole charge of this 

vtllage What is most evident m Jeanette's story is the sense of purpose that the pnncess 

feels towards her new duties, and this sense of purpose describes Lome extremely 

accurately Yet the one-dimens10nality with wmch Lome pursues her rehg10us agenda 

suffers under Jeanette 's acid wit "She was wrong, as far as we were concerned," Jeanette 

comments, "but nght as far as she was concerned, and really, that's what mattered" (5) 

And really, this zs what matters m Oranges It is easy to laugh at Jeanette's descripuons of 

her mother, for Lowe's fundamentalist behefs are an easy target, but despite Jeanette's 

causac commentary, we never have the impress10n that we are laughmg with the narrator 

agamst the mother for long As Zoe FaubalITlS observes, no matter how ndiculous a 

portrait Jeanette paints of her mother, we are "never allowed to doubt trus mother's 

strength" (33) 



One of the goals m Jeanette's quest is her attempt to reconctle the fundamentalist 

vis10n of her Church with her own evolvmg ideas about gender behav10ur and sexuality, 

and part of her quest mvolves the deconstruction of her mother's teachmgs Jeanette's 

education began not with childish farry stones, but rather with stem stones her mother 

takes from the Bible "It was m this way," Jeanette says, "that I began my education" 

I discovered that everythmg m the natural world was a symbol of the Great 

Struggle between good and evil She meant that m the short term, evil can 

triumph, but never for very long We were very glad, and we sang our 

favorite hymn, Yield Not To Temptation (15-16) 
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Lorne's use of bmary termmology m her daughter's educat10n is deeply entrenched She 

teaches Jeanette the necessity of a black-and-white vis10n of the world, and it is a vision 

that Jeanette accepts unquestionmgly, at least irutially, as the above excerpt mdicates "We 

were very glad," Jeanette says, but the fact that this event takes place before she attends 

public school means that her knowledge of what constitutes good and evil is probably very 

limited Instead, Jeanette's educat10n is mformed by a mixture of her mother's seed 

catalogues, the Bible, and a magazme called The Plain Truth "And so," Jeanette says, "I 

learned to mterpret the signs and wonders that the believer might never understand" ( 17) 

Irorucally, Lome wtll teach Jeanette about the evtls of the Catholic Church but she wtll not 

teach her French, for 1t remmds Lome of her own explorations mto "the frmts of the flesh " 

Jeanette's m1tial attempt to work through the stones she has learned as a chtld cause 

her nothmg but confus10n when she 1s eventually sent to school Her unorthodox 

dispos1t10n, and obv10us differences from the tradit10nal hero, 1s most noticeable 1s her 

project ch01ces m school Her penchant for Btbhcal themes 1s not welcomed with 

enthusiasm, particularly m the pedagogical sphere, and her school projects begm to alarm 

not only her classmates, but also her teachers 

Mrs Vole picked up an mk well and looked at me carefully 

'Jeanette, we thmk you may be havmg problems at school Do you want to 

tell us about them?' 

'I'm all nght' I shuffled defensively 

'You do seem rather pre-occupied, shall we say, with God' 

'My mother taught me to read,' I told them rather desperately 



'Yes, your readmg skills are qmte unusual, but you haven't answered my 

question' 

How could I? 

My mother had taught me to read from the Book of Deuteronomy because it 

is full of anrmals (mostly unclean) Horsies, bunnies and little ducks 

were vague fabulous thmgs, but I knew all about pelicans, rock badgers, 

sloths and bats This tendency towards the exotic has brought me many 

problems, Just as it did for Wilham Blake 

'Well,' pressed Mrs Vole, 'I'm wrutmg' (40-41) 
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Jeanette's irony here clearly foregrounds the gulf m comprehens10n between herself and 

her teachers Mrs Vole's discomfort with Jeanette's religious attitudes mtenslfies to the 

pomt that she eventually sends Lome a letter outlmmg her concerns about the immoderate 

rehg10us leanmgs Jeanette displays We might laugh at Jeanette's depiction of the situation, 

but it is evident that, as we saw m her "birth," Jeanette carefully develops these content10us 

aspects of her narrative with a common theme-she is different She stands apart from the 

crowd, and there is the obv10us hmt that she sees her martyred status as a noble one "If it 

had not been for the conviction that I was nght, I might have been very sad I told my 

mother how thmgs were once 'We are called to be apart,' she said" (42) 

Mrs Vole's reception of Jeanette's penchant for Biblical themes reveals to Jeanette 

the vast gulf m comprehens10n between those who share her rehg10us leanmgs and those 

who do not After her explorations m the pedagogical sphere, she begms to expenment 

with the Biblical stones she has hitherto unquestlorungly accepted Her "rewntes" display 

an mventively transgressive desire to alter the sacred texts of convention and seek new 

avenues of expression and alternate modes of perception One example of her transgressive 

impulse is when Jeanette rearranges the Fuzzy Felt creatures m the Sunday School 

playroom to tell a different tale of the story of Darnel m the hon 's den Jeanette tells us that 

she "was Just begmnmg to en Joy a rewnte" when her pastor enters the room and is aghast 

that she has mistakenly allowed the hons to eat Darnel, although it would seem that her 

mistake was nothmg of the sort (12) Puttmg on her "best, blessed face," she assures him 

that she really meant to do the Jonah and the whale story, and dupes him mto behevmg that 

she is Just an mnocent child 

Jeanette's "rewrites" display a defirute tension between the duty she feels towards 

her mother and her growmg awareness of the contradictions m the Church's mterpretat10ns 
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of the Bible She alludes to this tension early on, but, as she indicates, her desrres seem to 

be runmng counter to the parameters of her Church's moral instillcts, and she wants to put 

off the inevitable confrontauon of the two "Smee I was born," she comments, "I had 

assumed that the world ran on very simple Imes, like a larger vers10n of our church Now I 

was filldmg that even the church was sometimes confused This was a problem But not 

one I chose to deal with for many years more" (26-7) Instead, she subsumes her quest10ns 

ill a happy and confllct-free farry tale world The differences between what her mother tells 

her and the outside world shows her provides the impetus for Jeanette's creat10ns "I didn 't 

understand the ground rules," she explams, "The daily world was a world of Strange 

Notions, without form, and therefore v01d I comforted myself as best I could by always 

rearrangmg therr version of the facts" (47) 

Imtially, Jeanette's "re-arranged versions" express themselves as wish-fulfillment 

tales, as in the story of the emperor Tetrahedron (47-8) As a wish-fulftllment device, this 

story is comforting, but it promotes an illusory reality that is not sustainable ill her daily 

world, as she discovers that day m the library reading fairy tales Whtle Bruno Bettelheim 

defines the pnme function of the conventional f arry tale as being "the relief of all pressures" 

(36) for the chtld, his remarks do not resonate m Jeanette's expenences As wish­

fulftllment devices, Jeanette's fairy tales promote a sense of secunty only as long as she 

refuses to confront the patnarchal authonty of her mother's atutudes As a young female 

she is expected to parucipate and uphold the sexist mentality of her Church, even if it 

involves personal sacnfice Bettelheim's remarks pomt out how differently fairy tales are 

perceived by theonsts He intimates that farry tales provide encouragement to the chtld 

about the eventual resolut10n of family confucts But Bettelheim' s readings come from a 

perspecuve that does httle to address the issues faced by children who are different 

Bettelheim also expounds a theory that pays scant attenuon to the difficulues confronung 

young girls Young women, m Jeanette's Church, are expected to defer to the masculine 

authonty of the Church Elders and remain in a subordmate intellectual posiuon The 

contradicuons of this perceived "wisdom" is not only confusillg for Jeanette, it also teaches 

her that what she wants is neither important to nor valued by her commuruty Jenrufer 

Waelti-Walters alludes to this ill Fairy Tales and the Female lmagmatwn, argumg that, far 

from reassunng young grrls about the eventual resolution of therr conflicts, fairy tales 

actually "teach grrls to accept at least a partial loss of identity'' (7), and this is mdeed the 

realization that Jeanette comes to ill her farry tales Her "rewntes" are meant to challenge the 

authonty of "official vers10ns "The world that evolves from these creat10ns "arms 

Jeanette," as Klem aptly puts it (333) 'When troubled by the contradiction between the 
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'daily world' and her own and her mother's eschatolog1cal vis10n, she subsumes the 

quolldian world mto her own myth, a conflallon of biblical and ordmary fact" (Klem 333) 

As a support mechanism, this tactlc gives Jeanette some comfort but it is unable to 

transcend the barner between her childish world and the adult world into which she is 

movmg The comfortmg power of fairy tales can no longer be rehed upon to challenge the 

conventlons and tradlllons expected of her as an adult woman 

Eventually, the tens10n between the Church's teachings and her own mtemal 

quenes manifests m Jeanette's "first theological disagreement," which ongmates ma 

sermon expoundmg the belief that "Perfect10n is flawlessness" (58) Her disagreement 

is explamed in a fairy tale steeped with Chnstlan and metaphysical allus10ns The plot 

detatls a pnnce's search for a perfect wife and hls eventual problem when he finds a 

woman who is perfect but who has no interest m bemg hls wife The fairy tale characters 

that Jeanette's tale utlhzes are recogruzable there is a pnnce and there is also a beautiful and 

mtelhgent woman But there is a defirute tens10n in the narratlve that pomts to the expected 

behav10ur of traditlonal fairy tale characters The woman of Jeanette's tale is not mterested 

m marnage and she suffers because of this The pnnce ostensibly has her beheaded for 

refusmg his marnage proposal but the advice of his royal advisor msmuates that there 

might be more than one reason The pnnce's advisor, from the begmnmg of the tale, 

evmces an obsess10n with the pnnce's public reputallon He convmces the pnnce that the 

defiant attitude of the woman must be punished if the pnnce is to mamtain his kmgdom 

The protestations of the pnnce-that no one will believe mm-are met with the response 

that the people will always believe him, and the pnnce follows the advice accordingly He 

has the woman publicly beheaded 

In this fairy tale Jeanette's argument centers on the relallonship between perfect10n 

and flawlessness Perfect10n, as Jeanette develops it, is not flawless The characters m her 

fairy tale-the pnnce m partlcular-have their flaws, but through the teachings of the 

woman they learn that the search for perfectlon is really "the search for balance, for 

harmony" (62) Perfect10n, she tells them, "hes m the sphere of [their] own hands" (64) 

The story-lme m Jeanette's fairy tale evolves through her growmg awareness that her 

Church's mterpretat10n of Biblical doctnne is flawed and controversial, and what she does 

m her "rewnte" of the convenllonal fairy tale is to show how any challenge to dommant 

ideologies often results m social victlmizallon The woman, who does not want to marry 

the pnnce because mamage is not somethmg she 1s "mterested m" (61), teaches the pnnce 

that there is a greater logic to the world than the one he has wntten about She refutes his 

beliefs and refuses to marry him The pnnce and his advisor might be able to overlook this, 
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but when the woman deconstructs the pnnce's arguments with her own obviously supenor 

mtellect, the pnnce and his advisors qwckly ~ork to silence her The pnnce's book-The 

Holy Mystery of Peifectwn-lS evidently a loose allusion to the Chnstian doctrine as 

practiced by Jeanette's Church, and what Jeanette's fairy tale expounds is the problems 

encountered when one rndlvidual attempts to disagree with the expression of a dommant 

social ideology Jeanette's disagreements with the mterpretive strategies of her Church 

manifests her awareness that the polemical posltlon she is takrng will never be comfortably 

accepted by the other Church members The re1grung Church ideology as taught by the 

Church Elders must be accepted without question The woman rn Jeanette's fairy tale 

recogmzes the hypocntical underprnnrngs of the pnnce's argument, but her difference of 

opm1on threatens the balance of power m the pnnce's krngdom and so she must be silenced 

if the prmce is to mamtarn hls dommance 7 

One notable element m thls fairy tale is its humour It is demonstrative of Jeanette' s 

sense of humour The key word here is rebelliousness Jeanette's fairy tale emphasizes the 

power of rebellion through the subversive tactic of laughter Not the witty and teasrng 

laughter apparent m previous scenes of Oranges, but the laughter of ndicule and scorn 

Laughter becomes the means of complicity between Jeanette and the reader The pnnce and 

his advisors are exposed as the obvious dupes of the narrative, they become ridiculous m 

the extreme, and thls 1s precisely Jeanette's mtention They are shown to be too overtly 

concerned both with their public images and with their positions of power The prmce' s 

book, whlch blends parochial eugerucs with a rrusgmded philosophy, is faulted not so 

much for its subJect matter, but rather for the conclusions it draws The pnnce delineates 

his strategies for building the perfect race of people, a thlnly veiled allusion to the 

Frankenstem motif, whlch Jeanette uses m part as a parody of Lome's mtentions for 

Jeanette as well as a cntique of her Church's ngid adherence to a philosophy that has 

severe flaws 

In traditional fairy tales, the female body 1s one of the places where the political and 

cultural mterdictions of the society mtercept. The traditional quest paradigm marufests the 

same methodology Female characters have no identity other than as plot elements m the 

7 Interesungly, this fairy tale is closely modeled on the Celuc legend of St Wimfred, the patron samt of 
vrrgms In the Celuc legend, Wimfred was beheaded for refusmg to marry the Welsh pnnce Caradoc, and the 
blood from her body also became a lake Jeanette' s allusion to this tale can only raise further quesuons on 
the portrayals of mamage m fairy tales and legends There are very few examples m mythology and fairy 
tales of women who are able to resist social pressure and remam unmamed (and/or childless) In Sexing the 
Cherry, Wmterson uses one of these few examples-the huntress Artemis-as a character 
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hero's adventures-they are farmhar to the reader m theu roles as beauuful prmcesses, evtl 

step-mothers and wicked witches These polanues of femmme expression are mvanably 

treated the same m every fauy tale good guls marry handsome pnnces and wicked witches 

are pumshed with death In Jeanette's fairy tale the woman is a complex figure She may 

not be able to subvert the prmce' s dommant posiuon of authonty, but she is able to 

effectlvely demonstrate the foohshness of his behefs She is given a dommant subJect 

position from which to speak, and what she tells the villagers forms a powerful cntique of 

the prmce' s phtlosophy The narrative outcome, ma reversal of tradiuonal fairy tale 

convention, becomes a cnucal statement about the soc10cultural conventlons imposed on 

women and the brute force present to "persuade" them to act m a normative way 

As Jeanette approaches adolescence, though, she is mundated with more than Just 

rehg10us ideology, and her struggles to find a comfortable sense of selfhood mcrease with 

the barrage of traditional advice she is given by a senes of well-meanmg neighbours 

Wmterson uses Jeanette's sexual development to develop the difficulties facmg the child 

who is not convent10nally heterosexual Whtle Jeanette's mtellectual differences have 

always been foregrounded m Oranges, her sexual difference is treated with a greater 

attentlon to detatl, particularly regardmg the subJect of marnage As she matures, Jeanette's 

dreams are always the same she is about to be marned In these dreams, her husband-to-be 

is mevitably an unexpected and unpleasant surpnse "Sometimes he was blmd," Jeanette 

comments, "sometlmes a pig, sometlmes my mother, sometlmes the man from the post­

offlce, and once, JUSt a smt of clothes with nothmg mside" ( 69) The advice she gets from 

the adults she knows-"Everyone always said you found the nght man"--does httle to 

assuage her fear that she might unwittmgly marry a pig (70) She decides to seek advice 

from the books m the local library "In the library," she says, "I felt better, words you 

could trust and look at till you understood them, they couldn't change halfway through a 

sentence hke people, so it was easier to spot a he" (70) What she discovers m a book of 

fairy tales, however, is deeply disqmetmg, for it is filled with stones that have no 

resonance m her everyday life She reads Beauty and the Beast and is astounded to see 

Beauty transform her Beast mto a handsome prmce with a simple kiss She reads Little Red 

Riding Hood and is equally homfied that the wolf has such a clever disgmse Her reacuon 

to these stones is twofold Jeanette feels sympathy for the women m the world who have 

unwittmgly marned beasts and are unable to transform them with a kiss, but also anger that 

these beasts should be able to perpetrate such deceitful attacks on the women who 

unwittmgly marry them The disappomtment, she thmks, must be unbearable "Why had 
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no one told me?" she wonders, "Did that mean that no one else knew? Did that mean that all 

over the globe, in all innocence, women were marrymg beasts?" (71) 

For advice on the confusing subJect of mamage Jeanette turns to her mother 

Lowe's react10n is typically unhelpful, and she gives Jeanette some rather crypuc (and 

unfortunate as it turns out) words of wisdom when Jeanette asks Lome why she had 

mamed Jeanette's father 

'We had to have somethmg for you, and besides, he's a good man, though I 

kno\\ he's not one to push himself But don't you worry, you're dedicated to 

the Lord, I put you down for miss10nary school as soon as we got you 

Remember Jane Eyre and St John Rivers' A faraway look came mto her 

eye" (72) 

The reference to Jane Eyre, although Lome is unaware of it, is certamly no reassurance for 

Jeanette As Jeanette 1mphes, Jane Eyre has been a metaphoncal touchstone between 

herself and her mother It is her mother's favonte book, apart from the Bible, one that 

Lowe has read to Jeanette over and over agam Unfortunately though, Lome changed the 

endmg when readmg 1t to Jeanette and this Jeanette discovers one day while on "a sort of 

nostalgic pilgnmage that dreadful day m a back comer of the library" (73) It turns out 

that Jane Eyre did not marry St John Rivers, as Lome implied, but mstead returns to 

Rochester Thus, when Lome refers to Jane Eyre, Jeanette knows better than to believe her 

mother's words She decides that the advice of her neighbours is too confusing and solaces 

herself with Bibhcal pursmts "Eventually," she says, "I'll fall m love like everybody else 

Then some years later, qmte by mistake, I did" (75) 

When Jeanette does eventually fall m love, however, it is not exactly "hke 

everybody else " Her first lover is a young woman who \\iOrks m a fish-stall m the local 

market, and her name 1s Melanie The first thmg Jeanette nonces about Melarue are her eyes 

which are a "lovely grey, hke the cat Next Door" (78) This allus10n to the neighbours (the 

ones who were smnmg so n01sily) is not the only reference we have that the relat10nshlp 

between Jeanette and Melarue is not "hke everybody else " The frwt metaphor of the 

book's title, which Wmterson employs as an obv10us allus10n to the differences of sexual 

express10n, is most noticeable with regards to Jeanette's relat10nship with Melanie While 

Jeanette's mother considers oranges to be "[t]he only frwt" (29), Melanie is so named 

because of her resemblance at brrth to a melon Jeanette becomes deeply mfatuated with 

Melanie, and as their fnendshlp matures they become lovers Jeanette's representat10n of 



their first sexual encounter is portrayed with a tenderness that is absent m her other 

relat10nships 

We read the Bible as usual, and then told each other how glad we were that 

the Lord had brought us together She stroked my head for a long trme, and 

then we hugged and it felt hke drownmg Then I was frightened but 

couldn't stop There was somethmg crawling mside my belly I had an 

octopus mside me 

And it was evemng and it was mornmg, another day 

'Do you thmk this 1s Unnatural Passion?' I asked her once 

'Doesn't feel hke 1t According to Pastor Finch, that's awful ' She must be 

nght, I thought (86) 
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From this example it 1s evident that Jeanette has some mdication that her sexual relationship 

with Melanie is a transgressive one, although she manages to subdue her unease with 

Melanie's rational assurances that Unnatural Pass10n must be somethmg awful But what 

stimulates Jeanette's unease is the issue that what they are domg is pleasurable-hence it 

must be wrong 

Same-sex desire is treated, m this bzldungsroman, much hke any other pass10nate 

first love, and that is one of the more radical aspects of the novel Wmterson employs a 

very simple rationale m this aspect of Oranges, and she develops the genesis of Jeanette 

and Melanie's relationship first as an mnocent fnendship that gradually turns mto a 

profound force between two willing young women She treats the sexual attract10n as a 

natural evolution m their relat:.wnship and not as some furtive or degraded pass10n Thus, 

when Jeanette and Melanie are castigated m front of their Church for their transgress10ns, 

the sympathies of the reader are largely m Jeanette's favour 

In Sisters and Strangers Patncia Dunckert sees Oranges as a "parable," and argues 

that "it is important to the structure of [Jeanette's] parable that the pathological view of 

Lesbianism which mvolves distress, gnef, shame and fear is very clearly shown to be m 

the mmds of Other People The only problem with this assertion is that most of the time 

this is not the case, it ism our mmds too" (178-9) "Bemg Lesbian," Dunckert contmues, 

"simply becomes another form of bemg Chosen Thus, the struggle agamst the Family of 

God is presented m their terms rather than m those of a Lesbian femirust consc10usness 

There is nothmg at all problematic m Jeanette' s head about bemg a Lesbian or Lesbian 



35 

sexuahty One day you Just see a woman, fall m love with her and there you are" (178-9) 

Dunckert makes an unportant pomt about Jeanette's attitudes towards her lesbianism, yet 1t 

is apparent that Jeanette's perspective is that of a young girl, and m this sense there 1s 

nothmg problematic about romantic love with another gtrl Any sexual education she might 

have gleaned from her mother merely compounds her naivete and gives her very few hard 

facts about human sexual mstmct and the "normal" expression of 1t Lome contmually 

demonstrates to Jeanette her belief that any sexual express10n is abnormal Thus, when 

Jeanette falls m love with Melanie, she does so with scant awareness of the consequences 

of a same-sex relat10nship The puntanical and cryptic advice her mother has given her is 

outweighed by the mtensity of pleasure she denves from her relat10nship with Melarue 

Dunckert, to my mmd, misses the pomt Jeanette's lesbianism is not presented m the terms 

of a "Lesbian femimst consc10usness" because Jeanette does not have a "Lesbian femimst 

consc10usness " She has a naive and essentially traditional outlook on sexuahty that is 

largely mforrned by the religious mterpretat10ns of her mother Sex has always been treated 

m her family as a pathological symptom to be expunged through prayer Jeanette's lesbian 

femimst perspective develops only after she has been castigated by her Church for her 

relationship with Melame, and her narrative reflects this The pomt at which Jeanette falls m 

love with Melanie is still at an mnocent stage of wonder and newly-discovered physical 

pleasure 

Moreover, whLle the physical and emot10nal expenence of Jeanette's lesbianism is 

carefully mscnbed m the text as a socially transgressive one, it is portrayed as a more 

mherently satisfymg one The depth of emotional bondmg m Jeanette's early relat10nship 

with Melarue (and later with Katy) contrasts markedly with the heterosexual relationships m 

the novel, particularly the mamages of Jeanette's parents and of her aunt Jeanette's attitude 

towards men is imtially one of distaste, and her posit10n later 1s one of patient, but bored, 

tolerance "As far as I was concerned," she says, "men were somethmg you had around the 

place, not particularly mterestmg, but qwte harmless" (126) The penpheral posit10n of the 

women m her community who are not heterosexual is foregrounded by Jeanette the two 

purported lesbians who run the comer shop, Miss Jewsbury, and Doreen's daughter Jane 

are all obJects of sly gossip and ostracism m the eyes of the local townsfolk In a 

community largely dommated by strong women, these 'other' women remain shadowy 

characters of uncertam reputation Unmamed women are regarded with suspic10n, the two 

women who run the paper shop demonstrate this Although we have no reason to doubt the 

fact, we have only the gossip Jeanette overhears to mform us that they are lesbians Equally 

suspect is Doreen's daughter Jane, a grrl who apparently spends too much time with her 
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girlfnend Her mother' s reaction to the suggest10n that the daughter could always go away 

to uruversity (and presumably contmue her suspect activities), upholds a gnm recogmt10n 

and contmuat10n of the power hierarchy "Frank won't put up with that, he wants 

grandchildren" (75) Miss Jewsbury, another lesbian member of Jeanette's congregat10n, is 

barely tolerated by Lollie and the other female members The funct10n of women m 

Jeanette's commuruty is clear to mamtam the stabihty of the mascuhne network Jeanette' s 

react10n to the expectations of this female commuruty is one of revuls10n and dismay Even 

more depressmg is the advice of her aunt "There' s what we want," she tells Jeanette, "and 

there's what we get, remember that" (72) 

Although Jeanette gives no mdication that she has tned to hide her feelmgs from the 

Church members, her sexual relationship with Melarue soon becomes obv10us, and the 

events that follow are foregrounded as a revolut10n At the annual Harvest Festival 

Banquet, she and Melanie stand on the balcony lookmg down at their "famtly " "It was 

safe," Jeanette says (86), but her narrative employs an mterestmg allus10n to the 1917 

Russian Revolution 

The elect have always been this way 

Getting old, dying, startmg again Not noticing 

Father and Son Father and Son 

It has always been this way, nothing can mtrude 

Father Son and Holy Ghost 

Outside, the rebels storm the Winter Palace (87) 

Here is Jeanette ' s battle cry Her reference to the Holy Trmity, m the context of a revolt 

agamst "the elect," mdicates the purpose of her rntent10ns The Wmter Palace that is her 

Church is the site of the revolution, and m this bnef declarative paragraph Jeanette's quest 

crystallizes 

The last book of the law 

The events descnbrng Jeanette's exodus from her famtly are preceded by a bnef 

chapter entitled "DEUTERONOMY The last book of the law," and m this chapter 

Jeanette's argument with the ngid doctrrne of her Church is most fully developed Her 
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argument stands as a challenge to those who pretend "an order that does not exist, to make 

a secunty that cannot exist" (93) 

When the Pilgnm Fathers set sail it was not without the opm10n of many 

that they were crazy History has now decided otherwise Cunous people 

who are explorers must bnng back more than a memory or a story, they 

must brmg home potatoes or tobacco or, best of all, gold 

But happiness is not a potato 

And El Dorado is more than Spanish gold which is why it could not exist 

The ones who came home were mad with a vis10n that had no meanmg 

And so, bemg sensible, the collector of cur10s will surround himself with 

dead thmgs, and thmk about the past when it hved and moved and had 

bemg The collector of cur10s hves m a derelict railway station with a video 

of various trams He is the original hvmg dead (92-3) 

Jeanette's argument concerns the Justification of her quest She compares her quest 

asprrations with the goals of "the cunous" who "are always m some danger" (92) "If you 

are cunous," she says, "you might never come home" (92) Her argument rests on the two 

ch01ces facmg the traditional quest hero if you stay you will be "mad with a vis10n that 

ha[s] no meanmg" and if you go it will not be "without the opimon of many" who 

disapprove The cnsis of legitimation m the quests of past explorers, as Jeanette 's 

examples mdlcate, changes over time What is folly to one generauon, she argues, is later 

regarded with pnde by another, and the attempt to treat the past with obJectlve respect is 

futtle She concludes with her own advice "If you want to keep your own teeth, make your 

own sandwiches " (93) What Jeanette does m this chapter filters mto the followmg 

chapters with a vengeance, as she attempts to "make [her] own sandwiches" "laced with 

mustard of [her] own" 

Joshua Judges Ruth 

With the mtroduct10n of "The last book of the law," Jeanette has, m effect, thrown 

down a gauntlet before her Church, and nowhere are the battlelmes more carefully apparent 
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than m Jeanette ' s relat10nship with Melanie The schism between Jeanette and Church 

doctrine widens when she attempts to explam her growmg feelmgs for Melarue to her 

mother Jeanette ' s careful explanauon stumbles m her mabihty to descnbe the complexity 

of her emotions to her mother 

I explained how much I wanted to be with Melanie, that I could talk to her, 

that I needed that kmd of fnend And And But I never managed to 

talk about and My mother had been very qmet, noddmg her head from 

time to trme, so that I thought she understood some of it When I finished I 

gave her a httle kiss, which I thmk surpnsed her a bit, we never usually 

touched except m anger (100) 

Jeanette obv10usly underestimates her mother' s sense of duty to the Church, though, and 

the catastrophe that follows forcibly moves Jeanette to the understandmg that her mother 

will always put her duty to the Church before her family Lome, who sees Jeanette's 

revelat10ns as the work of Satan, mforms the Church Elders that her daughter is mfected 

with demons and the followmg Sunday Jeanette and Melanie are brought before the 

congregation and publicly reviled for their sms It is rromc that the strength of character 

Lome has instilled m Jeanette gives her the fortitude to resist the wrath of the pastor She is 

forced mto a public debate with the pastor about the sms of the flesh, and she is able to 

counter the words of St Paul with her own argument "To the pure all thmgs are pure" 

(103) Melanie, m complete contrast, 1mmediately capitulates to Pastor Fmch' s self­

nghteous anger, and she agrees to repent of her "sm" and "beg the Lord to forgive [her]" 

(103) The debate culmmates as Jeanette runs from the church and is mtercepted by Miss 

Jewsbury 

Miss Jewsbury' s character presents the novel with another lesbian viewpomt, 

although Miss Jewsbury is not a maJor figure m the narrative She could be mdicative of 

what Jeanette will be tf she remams closeted m her lesbianism within the confines of the 

Church, for tt is not obv10us that Miss Jewsbury is a lesbian until this encounter with 

Jeanette, although it is evident that she is not wholly accepted by the Church pansh What 

she makes Jeanette realize, however, is that her lesbian sexuahty is somethmg to keep 

hidden Miss Jewsbury chast1ses Jeanette for her flagrant mdiscretlon, and we recognize m 

her words-"1t's my problem too"-the character of a woman who has spent her hfe 

hidmg her sexuahty from the members of her community (104) She attempts to comfort 

Jeanette, strokmg her neck and shoulders, and the sexual encounter that results is presented 
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by Jeanette as an event she "hated but would not stop" (104) Wmterson presents 

Jeanette's encounter with Miss Jewsbury as a turnmg pomt m Jeanette's quest Until this 

moment Jeanette saw her relat10nship with Melanie as a relatively unproblematic 

arrangement that could be comfortably accommodated withm the doctnne of Chnstianity 

Miss Jewsbury' s admomshments lead Jeanette to the uncomfortable realization that her 

Church family will never permit her to remain as a lesbian Chnsuan woman m their midst 

Echoes of her previous fairy tale surface as Jeanette undergoes a ntual exorcism m 

an attempt to dnve the demons from her body This exorcism is fully condoned by her 

mother, although fourteen hours later Jeanette refuses to renounce "the demon" of her 

desrre and the Elders disappomtedly depart When her mother locks her up m the front 

parlour for the next thrrty-six hours m an effort to break her will, Jeanette is visited by an 

ambiguously sexed orange demon, who warns her agamst the parocmal attitudes of the 

Church Elders Jeanette's response to the demon centers on the Biblical attitude that 

demons are evil, while the demon reassures her that demons are a necessary part of a 

person's "aura " "But m the Bible you keep gelling dnven out," Jeanette argues, and the 

demon counters this with a response of ms own "'Don't beheve all you read"' (106) It 

evidently convmces her to rearrange her tactics, for when the Elders return she pretends to 

capitulate, and the exorcism concludes with both sides feelmg victonous Later, when 

Jeanette is lymg tll m bed after her aborted reunion with a fearful and profoundly altered 

Melanie, the orange demon reappears and tells her that, havmg made her ch01ce, she can 

never return to what she was As a talisman, he leaves her with a "rough brown pebble" 

(111) 

The parameters of Jeanette's quest take place pnrnartly witrun the enclosure of the 

family home, and her reference to the Books of Joshua, Judges, and Ruth md1cates 

precisely where her quest differs from the tradittonal quest In the traditional quest 

paradigm the hero embarks upon ms quest alone and always leaves ms famtly bemnd m ms 

quest for mdependence and maturation In Oranges, Wmterson employs an element of 

twentieth-century realism m her adaptation of the quest paradigm She constructs the 

relationsmp between Jeanette and her mother with a parucular kmd of attention to the 

emouonal complex1t1es of the mother-daughter bond What Jeanette discovers through her 

questing is that even -when she matures and discovers the often bizarre contradictions m 

Church doctnne, she is unable to sever the bond that ues her to her famtly and to her 

mother m parucular She can deconstruct the patnarchal teachmgs of the Church, but her 

mother remams a powerful figure m Jeanette's personal mythology 
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The lack of an explicitly lesbian role model in either Bibhcal tradition or in quest 

literature could be seen as the maJor stumbling block in Jeanette's quest Neither within the 

structure of biblical trad1110n, nor within the web of farry tales and legends that she uses, is 

there any reference to the alternate modes of sexuality that lesbianism offers Jeanette's 

difficulties are largely mf ormed by her inability to balance the demands of her gender with 

the demands of her community That is, what is expected of a young girl like Jeanette is 

vastly at odds with what Jeanette herself wants Jeanette is a lesbian m a largely 

heterosexual community The social organization of relationships between the sexes is 

clearly delineated Heterosexuality, both as identity and as inst1tut10n, is the norm She can 

"rewnte" the Bible m her fantasies, but she will never be accepted as a "normal" female by 

her community Therr cultural dictates bar her from part1cipatmg freely, as a lesbian, m 

mamstream act1vit1es m her Church No one is prepared to overlook her "deviant" 

sexuality, and Jeanette is too combative to pretend otherwise "At frrst, for me," she 

comments, "it had been an accident That accident had forced me thmk more carefully about 

my own mstincts and other's attitudes After the exorcism I had tned to replace my world 

with another Just hke it, but I couldn't I loved God and I loved the church, but I began to 

see that as more and more complicated" (126) This is what has been confrontmg her, both 

in her fantasy sequences, and m her dally world the cultural tradmons and expectations 

surroundmg her behav10ur as a female Yet she wants to remam part of her community, 

part of her home, and knows th1s to be an impossible desrre In the traditional quest 

formula, the hero, after his Journey is completed, returns home to his community, where he 

is generally welcomed with open arms Jeanette, as the quest hero of her own narrative, is 

not able to emulate the hero's convent:lonal actions, as is evidenced by the last of her fairy 

tale and myth1c adaptauons 

As the events of Jeanette's narrauve become more and more controversial, the tone 

of her narrat:lve abandons its naive wonder and gentle good humour and takes on an 

mcreasingly cynical pomt of view This is perhaps where Jeanette's quest most clearly 

separates itself from the traditional quest. Here is a "hero" who has ventured out to fight the 

"dragons" of heterosexuality and cultural conformity that threaten her, only to realize that 

her mother is more loyal to these "dragons" than she is to her own daughter Jeanette's 

inability to "rewnte" the relationship between her mother and herself becomes evident m the 

last two stones Jeanette tells us The tale of Wmnet StoneJar and the legend of the Grall 

knight Perceval articulate the final pomt of dissent:lon between Jeanette and her Church 

family The spmted rebelliousness that charactenzes the early humour of the novel 

disintegrates as Jeanette is increasmgly unable to reconctle the burgeonmg palimpsest of 
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contestatory voices and visions The llllpish spark that is so characteristic of her early 

personality founders m her failure to fully articulate her lesbianism with the moral 

parameters of Church doctnne The parameters of the tradiuonal hero's quest are meffecuve 

m this gul' s quest for mdependence and identity, because the tradit10nal quest hero always 

conforms to what is expected of him m his quest Jeanette's quest offers a protean vis10n­

partly because of her educat10n and partly because of her mother, but mostly because of her 

relig10n The sheer force of the Church m Jeanette's life permeates the entue novel, and m 

the end we are left with the uncomfortable feeling that the Force of Divme Love is really 

Just an exercise m power 

Wmterson offers the last two mythic structures of Jeanette's llllagmatlve world, the 

stones of Wmnet StoneJar and of Perceval, as signposts of the duect10n that Jeanette's 

quest is about to take Unhke the Gratl hero Perceval, who m the Arthunan legends leaves 

his mother qU1te literally lymg dead on the road behmd hlfil, Jeanette is unable to reconcile 

the 'White Queen" mother of her childhood with the treacherously unforg1vmg mother who 

appears m the more cnucal light of Jeanette's battles with Church doctnne When Jeanette's 

lesbianism becomes a maJor pansh issue, Lollie sees her years of careful cult1vat10n gone to 

waste, and sides with the church agamst her daughter She tells the congregat10n that 

Jeanette, despite her miss10nary potenual, "had spurned [her] call m order to wield power 

on the home front, where it was mappropnate" (131) "She ended by saymg that havmg 

taken on a man's world mother ways I had flouted God's law and tned to do it sexually," 

Jeanette remarks, "This was no spontaneous speech" (131-32) Angered by her mother's 

conspuacy with the patnarchal authonties of the Church dictates, Jeanette reacts with the 

harshest cntlcism she can think of "If there's such a thmg as spmtual adultery, my mother 

was a whore" (131-32) 

Jeanette's adaptat10n of the Gratl legend represents her polemic relat10nship with 

Church doctnne She becomes the questmg krught Perceval, the renowned kmght of 

Arthunan fame who was given a second chance to seek the Grail 8 There are obv10us 

affiruties between Jeanette and Perceval, not the least of which is the fact that both are 

essentially fatherless Like Perceval, Jeanette has an overprotecuve mother who attempts to 

shield her from the realities of the world, and, like Perceval, Jeanette mitially followed her 

mother's advice m a naively literal manner, without reflect.mg on it or allowing any voice to 

her own thoughts and opm10ns The most tell.mg pomt of surulanty is the fact that what 

8 Wmterson draws heavtly on the Wolfram von Eschenbach version m her adaptat10n, form this version 
the Grau is a stone, which has surulanues to Wmterson's use of the "rough brown pebble" given to 
Jeanette by the orange demon as a token of strength and power 
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sends both Perceval and Jeanette off on therr quests is the very thmg agamst which therr 

mothers sought to srueld them-the1r uncanny fascmat10n with the outside world 

By situatmg herself metaphoncally m the person of Perceval, Jeanette attempts to 

locate an idenuty and a purpose which would reconctle the beliefs of her rehg10us 

commuruty with those of the "daily world," and with her own matunng vis10n That she 

chooses the mnocent and naive Perceval as her literary ego is sigruficant In the Arthunan 

legends, Perceval's Gratl quest can only be completed once he has learned to disregard the 

advice given him by an old man This advice-that a real laught never asks personal 

quest10ns-aborts Perceval's quest when he allows his concern for his social appearance as 

a kmght to mterfere with his desrre to help the Fisher Kmg Only when he asks how the 

Fisher Krng has been wounded can the ferttlity of the land be restored, and with it, the 

successful culmmauon of Perceval's quest Her use of the Gratl mouf provokes obv10us 

parallels with the situauon that exists between her and the Church as her vis10n of the 

Chnsuan faith moves away from what she believed as a child Through her quesung 

Jeanette learns that, hke Perceval, she must deconstruct the wisdom of her elders 1f she is 

to achieve her des1red goal Her concerns and fears about the vahdity of her purpose are 

aruculated most clearly rn this passage, as Perceval attempts to JUStrly his quest 

His Journey seemed fruitless, and himself misguided His host had asked 

hrm why he had left, not really wantmg to hear, presummg reasons of his 

own, that the kmg was mad, or the Round Table rumed Perceval had 

stayed silent He had gone for his own sake, nothmg more He had thought 

that day of returnmg He felt hrmself bemg pulled like a bobbm of cotton, so 

that he was dizzy and wanted to give m to the pull and wake up round 

familiar thmgs (168) 

Perceval remains rn a self-imposed stasis, unable to leave, yet unable to go back 

This is the position Jeanette finds herself m She has left her mother's home but, as she 

discovers, it is impossible for her to forget about the past-its memory wtll always haunt 

her Her quest for a new Grail vis10n wavers between possibility and mevitabihty, as it 

founders on the paradoxical recogmuon that her Church's mterpretauon of the Bible will 

always treat her lesbianism as a mark of sm Her allus10ns to Perceval aruculate her 

awareness that she is trapped by the trad1t1ons of Chnsuan doctnne Wrnterson's use of the 

quest motrl deconstructs the contradicuon that exists m the tradluonal quest narrauve that is 

mformed by the relation of the hero to cultural normalcy His appearance as a socially 
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acceptable hero is an unvarymg condition of rus status as a hero m rus community 

Jeanette, m the gmse of Perceval, breaks with social conformity when she comes out as an 

unrepentant lesbian, and as such she is unable to translate her expenences mto a 

traditionally heroic narrative How she attempts to construct herself as the hero of her 

narrative follows the Perceval legend m the "rewntten" fairy tale of Wmnet StoneJar and the 

wizard 

The tale of Wmnet StoneJar and the sorcerer replays the story of Jeanette's early 

childhood expenences It employs allusions to Jeanette's adoption, to her unusual religious 

education, and to the struggle for autonomy that has charactenzed her mteractions with the 

Church As with Jeanette's other stones, the affiliations with the persons and events of her 

llfe form the basis of this fairy tale Wmnet, hke Jeanette, is told by the sorcerer who cares 

for her that she was "specially entrusted to his care by a powerful spmt" (141), and she 

accepts trus unconditionally, although we know from the narrative that the sorcerer has 

deceived Wmnet somewhat She becomes the sorcerer's apprentice and he teaches her 

everythmg he knows His duties recall Jeanette's short fairy tale about her mother, for the 

sorcerer, hke Lome, 1s the local authority m his village He is a strong character who 

represents the power of traditional rehg10us sanction, and he is not receptive to Wmnet' s 

mdependent streak When W mnet mterrupts her father's annual rehgious ntual, the sorcerer 

views her actions as a challenge to rus authority He attempts to punish her through her 

fnend, a young boy from the village, but Wmnet's refusal to be cowed mcreases his anger 

"Daughter, you have disgraced me," he says, "and I have no more use for you You must 

leave" (143) Fortunately for Wmnet, her fnend the raven gives her some words of advice 

"You won't lose your power you know, you'll use it differently, that's all Sorcerers 

can't take therr gifts back, ever, it says so m the book," he says (143) He advises her to 

leave the village, for it would only remmd her of her former hfe as the daughter of a 

powerful sorcerer He vomits up a "rough brown pebble" as a token of remembrance "It' s 

my heart," he tells her, "You see I chose to stay, oh, a long time ago, and my heart grew 

thick with sorrow, and finally set It will remmd you" (144) This pebble is a talisman, 

identical to the pebble given to Jeanette by the orange demon, and it exists as a remmder 

that she has chosen a specific drrection m wruch to quest But some tokens of W mnet' s 

past are mescapable, most specifically her relationsrup with her father, who secretly shps 

mto her room and ties an mvis1ble stnng to her button Wmnet, hke Jeanette, is unable to 

escape the mevitable hes of her family 

Wmnet "sets off down the most obvious path" m her departure from the village, 

and soon falters m great despair and homesickness (148) Fortunately she is revived by a 
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mystenous woman who "knew nothmg of the magic arts, but she understood the different 

kinds of sorrow and their effects" (148) This woman restores Wmnet's physical health, 

but Wmnet is unable to learn her language 

The woman tned to teach Wmnet her language, and Wmnet learned the 

words but not the language Certam constructions baffled her, and m an 

argument they could always be used agamst her, because she could not use 

them m return (148-9) 

Jeanette develops Wmnet' s story as a parallel to her own Her departure from the home of 

her mother was mevitable, but m Wmnet's story we see the pathos of Jeanette's expenence 

as she is unable to adapt to a secularized vis10n of the world The "language" she learned as 

a child contrasts sharply with the "language" of her new commuruty, and she is unable to 

learn it effectively Her sexuality seems to have found some express10n, as the presence of 

the compass10nate woman who rescues her md1cates, but Wmnet' s quest has no clear sense 

of direction until she determmes to seek the mythical city "where truth mattered" (154) She 

has, hke Jeanette, "[o]nly a conviction that what she wanted could exist, 1f she dared to 

find it" (154) Wmnet' s quest follows the famibar pattern of many quests her vis10n is to 

be found at the end of a long Journey She butlds a boat and satls away, not completely 

sure of her skills, but certam that what she is domg is nght Jeanette ' s quest, through the 

persona of Wmnet StoneJar, is an effort to radically reassess her social identity m the wake 

of her expuls10n from her rehg10us community Who she is and what purpose her llf e has 

m the world are the ultimate goals of her quest 9 Wmnet' s story ends on a note of caut10us 

optimism 

When Wmnet wakes up, there's hght ram, and she must move quickly 

She's crymg and the blmd man, touching her, tells her not to worry about 

bemg afraid She rows out to the sea, and stores her boat for a day, until she 

gets used to the salt taste and how big it all is The need for the city fastens 

her heart to her mmd She will get m her boat and sail to the other side The 

sail is pullmg and the sun is out Now there is nothmg about her but water 

One thmg is certam, she can't go back (155) 

9 The name of Jeanette' s fairy tale hero is a loose-assembled anagram of Jeanette Wmterson, whose 
biography bears a stnkmg resemblance to the actual events of Oranges 
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Jeanette's own story ends on a note of caut10us opumisrn, as she descnbes her 

return home for the Chnstmas holiday Nothing seems to have changed, and the familianty 

of the place causes her to reflect about the earlier drama of her religious exile and the 

loneliness she feels as a result 

I was begmmng to wonder 1f I'd ever been anywhere My mother was 

treatmg me Wee she always had, had she noticed my absence? Did she even 

remember why I had left? 

I miss God I miss the company of someone utterly loyal I still don't 

thmk of God as my betrayer The servants of God, yes, but servants by their 

very nature betray I miss God who was my fnend I don't even know 1f God 

exists, but I do know that 1f God 1s your emotional role model, very few 

human relationships will match up to it I have an idea that one day it might 

be possible, I thought once it had become possible, and that glimpse has set 

me wandenng, trymg to find the balance between earth and sky (164-65) 

Jeanette's narrative articulates the directlon of her quest Ltlce Perceval, who has a fleetlng 

vis10n of "perfect peace" (161), Jeanette has her own idealized quest vis10n "I want 

someone who is fierce and will love me unt.11 death and know that love is as strong as 

death, and be one my side for ever and ever" (165) But meanwhile she st.1ll has her mother 

to contend with, and m her return home for Chnstmas we can see Jeanette's desire for the 

former secunty of her relig10us community, even though this community no longer holds 

the force of express10n it once did 

Oranges gives us an example of what Anrus Pratt sees as one of the fundamental 

patterns m "modem women's love fictlon " As Pratt contends 

The socially unacceptable status of Eros as a natural force m the human 

personality automatically places woman m a puzzlmg double bmd On the 

one hand she expenences Eros as an aspect of her natural maturation, on 

the other hand such an expenence for a woman 1s considered 'unnatural ' 

The gender norms for femmme behaVIour that should proVIde signposts to 

adulthood are obscured, destroyed, or reversed Modern women's love 

fiction reflects this situation m a WSJunct10n of narrative structure 



characterized by quests gone awry, labyrmthme wandermgs, and a 

general tone of confusion and perplexity (5) 
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Oranges is, m this sense, a "quest gone awry" Erotrcism, m Jeanette's community, 

is socially unacceptable, whether heterosexual or homosexual The Bibhcal mJunct1on to 

ignore the lusts of the flesh is taken very literally by the members of Jeanene' s community 

and by her mother m particular The "gender norms for femmme behav10ur" have their 

ongms m the stnct interpretative schema of her Church, and thus Jeanette has hnle 

knowledge of what provides a "normal" sexual development Her expenences are reflected 

m the fairy tales she "rewntes," each of which employ her knowledge of the powerful 

ideology that forms the structure of the Church doctrme Her growth as a lesbian Chnst1an 

transgresses the ngid gender boundaries of her Church, and the ntes of her passage from 

young chtld to questmg adult are scarred by the treatment which her sexual maturat1on 

received 

In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell contends that the ntes of 

passage of the hero' s Journey are a necessary prelude to the awakenmg of wisdom and 

knowledge These ntes follow a specific pattern separat10n, imtiat10n, return The hero 

must separate from his community, be mit1ated mto the ntes that will mark him as hero, 

prove himself, and return home to be remtegrated mto his commuruty If we apply this 

analysis to Oranges, these rites of passage prove to be an mtegral part of Jeanette's sexual 

mdependence, for the ostracism she experiences force her to examme her rehg10us behefs, 

as well as her sexual onentat10n, which she had prev10usly taken at face value But we are 

also faced with the hmitmg pattern of this form of the quest, as it allows little space for 

differences m gender or heroic temperament. Wmterson's adaptat1on of the quest motif 

takes advantage of these contradlct10ns with regards to Jeanette's character portrayal 

Jeanette is not a hero, m the convent10nal sense, but coment10n 1s precisely what 

Wmterson takes issue with m Oranges The problematic relat1onsh1p between the mst1tut10n 

and the mdiv1dual forms Jeanette's quest. Wmterson reverses the pattern of the trad1t10nal 

quest to reflect the expenence of a quester who moves agamst the dommant tradit1on and 

"lights out on her own" (Heller 1) 

Dana Heller sees a clear analogy between the "quest-romance" and the development 

of the psyche "The quest-romance represents the hbido's search to embrace external 

reality, and at the same Ume salvage the mner self from the anxieties that accompany that 

reality" (4) Jeanette's psyche develops from the form her quest takes-she has been, and 

will always be as long as she remams independent and rebellious, outside the cultural 
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approbat10n of her family and of her community The woman Jeanette becomes rn her quest 

reJects both the passive self-sacnficrng woman of tradit10nal mythology and the subservient 

attttudes of the women m her workmg-class town This is not without its repercuss10ns 

The separation, m1ttatton, and return patterns of the tradittonal hero ' s quest can only be 

emulated by stnct adherence to the social restncttons of the femrnme and religious 

defiruuons msttlled rn her via her mother and her community Her search for an acceptable 

sexual identity is thwarted by her religious community, who refuse to accept the possibility 

that lesbianism might be as "natural" a sexual identity as heterosexuality Its Chnsuan 

ethics are shown to be a complete sham Because of Jeanette' s emphauc refusal to either 

associate with or accept the exisung social arrangements of her community, she is alienated 

from any community whatsoever The irony of her situauon is not lost on Jeanette 

"Everyone," she muses as she returns home for Chnstmas, "thmks therr own s1tuat10n 

most tragic I am no exception" (157) 

Themattcally, Oranges develops a dialogue between an mstttutton and an mdividual 

m the familiar fairy tale termmology of 'might makes nght ' Jeanette 's ordeal, while bemg 

far from over at the conclus10n of her narrattve, leaves no doubts as to who is wrong and 

who is nght She concludes her narrative rn a state of exile that remains m thrall to two 

realities-the narrow world of her childhood, and the new world she has escaped to "I 

was begmnmg to wonder if I'd ever been anywhere There's a chance that I'm not here 

at all, that all the parts of me, runnmg along all the ch01ces that I did and didn't make, for a 

moment brush against each other Perhaps for a while these two selves have become 

confused I have not gone forward or back m ttme, but across rn ttme, to somethrng I might 

have been, playmg itself out" (164) 

How does W mterson' s use of the quest mottf m Oranges speak to the reader? In the 

obvious divers10ns and deconstructions of the tradit10nal quest, Wrnterson makes a clear 

statement for a quest that employs a disttnctly lesbian perspecttve Jeanette's quest reflects 

the constncttng advice of tradit10n, and of her Church, advice which holds the mdividuals 

of her commuruty (not ortly women) to parttcular forms of behav10ur The implications of 

W rnterson ' s use of the quest mottf illustrate the need to create empowenng images of 

women as heroic figures Oranges is a novel that takes on the ideological issues of the 

tradit10nally masculme quest, and adapts these issues to reflect the expenence of a young 

grrl growmg up rn a parochial environment. Dana Heller argues that the fundamental 

predicament m quest-myths is informed by an obv10us gender imbalance Women rn 

mythology have traditionally been "trophies" rn the hero's adventures "In the myths and 

ntuals of Western patriarchal culture," she comments, "woman is expected to know only 
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what the dormnant ideology occas10ns her to know, and she develops m relationship to this 

complex illus10n which fixes her withm the hmits of someone else' s desire" (1) The issue, 

Heller asserts, is not so much "who we are talkmg about when we talk about women 

questing," but rather "who haven't we been talkmg about?" (12) Heller goes on to say 

that 

My behef is that women's quest addresses the need for political 

agency m the quest to expand the hmitmg available categories of identity 

It is a movement that presumes the existence of vanously located agents all 

touched by a fundamental structural predicament how to assert identity 

and at the same trme preserve and conduct our powerful capacity to thmk 

beyond the flXlty of gender and other socially determined conditions The 

femmization of quest-romance is a collaborative quest for a radical 

reassessment of social identity that will make possible mdividual 

survival ( 121) 

Heller's comments provide an important pomt of view from which to examme Jeanette' s 

quest The need to "expand the hmiting available categones of identity" is more than 

apparent m Jeanette's narrative, and is mdeed the crux of her predicament It is not a 

predicament that is completely resolved m the novel The tens10ns m Jeanette's "rewntes" 

illustrate her awareness of the mstabtlity of her situat10n withm her commumty Her quest 

stands m defiant opposition to the parameters of the traditional quest As such, her quest 

reflects the "fundamental structural predicament'' of the traditional quest a structure which 

is predicated on the cultural normalcy of the hero The fact of her predicament is not lost on 

Jeanette "The only thmg for certam is how complicated 1t all is," she comments "It's all 

there but hard to find the begmnmg and impossible to fathom the end The best you can do 

is admrre the cat's cradle, and maybe knot it up a bit more" (91) 



Chapter Three 

Questing after strange fruit 1n 
Sexing the Cherry 

Can we be "self-conscious" m the present, or 
is not the self of which we are conscious 
different from the self we "are"? The self of 
which we are conscious, then, might appear 
as always bemg deferred, displaced onto a 
future or a past, either unrealized or an 
abstraction 
-Thomas Docherty (56) 

Here is a woman descnbmg herself 

How hideous am I? 

My nose is flat, my eyebrows are heavy I have only a few teeth and those 

are a poor show, bemg black and broken I had smallpox when I was a girl 

and the caves m my face are home enough for fleas But I have fine blue 

eyes that see m the dark (24) 

Here is a man descnbmg lumself 

I discovered that my own hfe was written mvisibly, was squashed between 

the facts, was flymg without me hke the Twelve Dancmg Prmcesses who 

shot from their wmdow every night and returned home every mornmg with 

torn dresses and worn-out slippers and remembered nothmg 

I resolved to set watch on myself hke a Jealous father, trymg to catch 

myself d1sappeanng through a door Just noticed m the wall (10) 
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These are the two mam characters of Jeanette Wmterson' s Sexing the Cherry They 

are both residents of seventeenth-century London, the time of Papists and Puntans, of 

bloody revolut10ns and pohucal ferment They are also mother and son The mother, who 
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calls herself the Dog-Woman-"! had a name but I have forgotten 1t" (11)-shares 

narratonal duties with her son Jordan, a foundhng child she fishes from the muddy, 

stmkmg banks of the Thames She 1s a parod1c hulk of a woman who wades her way 

casually through the messy political turmoil of the Puntan Wars, dlspensrng JUStice of the 

"eye-for-an-eye" vanety to those who offend her sense of farr-play Of immense 

proport10ns, she 1s a woman to contend with She weighs more than an elephant, reduces 

Cromwelhan soldiers to cowenng subm1ss1veness, associates mamly with boarhounds, 

dredgers, and whores, and "would rather hve with sms of excess than sms of demal" (67) 

In Sexing the Cherry, Wrnterson uses the physical body as a space to be mapped 

and explored To be 'sexed' rn most cultures 1s to be rnundated by vanous pohtical and 

social structures that encourage a certarn behaviour with regards to one' s sex and gender 

The human physical body 1s the site where these dictates are mterpreted and represented In 

this novel Wmterson takes two bodies, one female and one male, and uses them to explore 

how the representation and expenence of gender 1s constructed and absorbed The realism 

of these social situations 1s rearranged somewhat to give Sexing the Cherry its satmcal and 

poht1cal edge Its politics deal specifically with issues of gender and sexual choice, and 

Wrnterson admits to a dehberate "rearrangement of the facts" m her fictions that IS mformed 

by her determmation to develop characters "who refuse normative sexual stereotyprng" 

(Barr 31) Wmterson contends that "the versions of sexuality that we are served up from 

the earhest moments are prescnptive and rn many ways deb1htat1ng People don't get a 

chance to find out about themselves They are told who they are, that they fit m to certam 

patterns But that's largely because of the picture book world that we' re offered, the 

story that we are told about ourselves, rather than bemg encouraged to tell our own stones 

And I thmk m the area of gender and sexuality that it's extremely damagrng" (Barr 31) 

What emerges from a close readmg of the novel 1s Wrnterson's contention that female 

subjectivity and expenence 1s developed rn a particular relation to sexuality that leaves the 

female subject often hopelessly defrned m relation to masculme subJectiv1ty mstead of an 

mdependent subJecti,1ty Wmterson carefully gUides the narrative to reflect her contenuon 

that gender 1s not merely sexual difference, but 1s actually an 1mposed system that develops 

the subJectiv1ty of the md1v1dual w1thm a sexual hierarchy In Sexing the Cherry, the issue 

of gender 1s not only one of difference, but one of power 

In the prev10us chapter I exammed how m Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit 

Wmterson uses the lesbian body as a site of content10n, content10n that sphts apart a family 

when thelf rehg1ous phtlosophy fatls to mtegrate the lesb1arusm of thelf adoptive daughter 



51 

In this chapter I want to discuss Wmterson's explorations of love and gender through the 

fabuhstic perspectives of the two narrators of Sexing the Cherry In the spmt of 

Wmterson's other novels, her adaptation of the quest motif contmues the gender debates 

she began m Oranges Are Not The Only Frult The quests of both the Dog-Woman and 

Jordan are presented as mdividual explorations that unconventionally traverse time and 

space m search of an mdividuahzed ideal Each narrative perspective of this novel bears a 

distinctive frame of reference The Dog-Woman's narrative storms through the rabble and 

clutter of early seventeenth-century London, mired as it is m the petty squabbles and 

rehg10us melee of the Puntan Revolut10n, and seems more mtent on heroic swashbucklmg 

than on metaphysical soul-searchmg The Dog-Woman's ideal is a world free from the 

hypocntical pestilence of the "po-faced, flat-buttocked zealots" around her, and at Umes her 

methods are brutally effective Her attitude toward v10lence is cavalier "I hke a fight 

myself' she says engagmgly, "With everyone m accord, what merriment is there?" (63) 

She murders her father when he attempts to impose his will on her, and what follows is the 

story of a woman who makes her own story up as she goes along Her v10lence is both 

pohtical and personal She is the scourge of her community, wagmg a deeply personal 

battle with moral degradation The effects of this battle are enhanced by her empathy for the 

women who exist only to serve the patnarchal structures that define them as mfenor 

The narrative strategy through which Wmterson articulates Jordan' s quest makes 

use of gender-bendmg strategies time and agam m an effort to question the mherently sexist 

values by which Jordan has developed his subJectivlty Instead, Wmterson redeploys the 

traditional masculme subJect of the quest (Jordan) as the pnsoner of the story who can 

escape only after a thorough dissemmation of the cultural values and opm10ns he holds 

regardmg heroism and women Jordan's quest takes him from one exotic country to the 

next, but its "true aim" has little to do with physical geography While he ostensibly travels 

across the uncharted expanses of the world, collecting ran ties to display m John 

Tradescant' s museum, his quest actually functions on a metaphysical plane 

I was never conscious of begmnmg this Journey Only m the course of it 

have I realized its true rum When I left England I thought I was running 

away Running away from uncertamty and confusion but most of all 

running away from myself I thought I might become someone else m time, 

grafted onto something better and stronger And then I saw that the runrung 

away was a running towards An effort to catch up with my fleet-footed self, 

hvmg another hfe m a different way (80) 
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As Jordan lIIlpltes, his quest mvolves a re-discovery of another part of himself It is, hke 

the quest of Jeanette m Oranges, a youthful search for love and self-discovery ma world 

filled with the often confusmg signs of socially acceptable gender behaviour and idenuty 

Jordan's quest is deeply concerned with estabhshmg an mdependent hfe of his own, and 

when he meets a woman who embodies a freedom he aspires to, his quest takes off Much 

could be made about the significance of Jordan choosmg a woman as a role model Is 

Fortunata the femmme side of Jordan's nature, or does she exist mdependently of Jordan's 

1ITiagmat1on? He alludes to this hlIIlself "Was I searchmg for a dancer whose name I did 

not know," he muses, "or was I searchmg for the dancmg part of myself?" (40) Both are, 

m a sense, what Jordan searches for His is the consciousness of the underwater explorer, 

the diver who searches the strange and unknown silences of the mmd "I'm not lookmg for 

God," he says, "only for myself, and that is far more complicated" (102) Appropnately 

enough, Jordan is an explorer With John Tradescant, an actual botanist of the seventeenth­

century, Jordan travels the world, returrung with such exouca as the first pmeapple seen by 

Londoners But it is not these Journeys that Jordan is concerned with "Every Journey 

conceals another Journey withm its Imes," he says crypucally, "the path not taken and the 

forgotten angle These are the Journeys I wish to record Not the ones I made, but the one I 

might have made, or perhaps did make m some other place or ume" (9-10) 

The Journeys that Jordan makes use the mmd as a sprmgboard for the 1ITiagmat10n 

Wmterson dangles the fairy tale of the Twelve Dancing Princesses as a sort of themauc 

muse at the helm of his quest In their imtlal mcamat10n as Gnmms' fairy tale characters, 

these twelve pnncesses symbolize Jordan 's metaphysical homelessness, at least unttl they 

leave behmd the Gnmms' vers10n and emerge as their own storytellers One by one they 

tell their stones, stones of love and betrayal, stones of the pam and pathos they endured, 

then escaped from But the one story that Jordan searches most diligently for is the story of 

the youngest sister, Fortunata, the pnncess who repeatedly enuces and escapes him "It is 

well known," Jordan comments, "that those m the gnp of heavy enchantments can be 

wakened only by a lover's touch" (39) The touch of Fortunata-this is what Jordan's 

metaphysical quest is about It is through these two strange and complex characters-the 

Dog-Woman and her adoptive son Jordan-that Jeanette Wmterson contmues the dialogues 

she began m Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit concernmg the nature of reality, the reliability 

of history and memory and, m particular, the cultural dictates surroundmg love, sex, and 

gender 

But there is another perspective m Sexzng the Cherry, and 1t is, ma sense, a 

collective one With the narrative of the Twelve Dancmg Pnncesses, we are drawn mto a 
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story that is at once farmltar and unfarmltar, for Wmterson takes her twelve women from 

Gnmms' fairy tale The Twelve Dancing Princesses In Gnmms' vers10n, twelve pnncesses 

fly from the1r wmdow every rught to dance secretly in a magical city with twelve enchanted 

pnnces The1r father, a kmg, offers a reward to whoever can discover where ms daughters 

go each mght wrule the rest of the kmgdom sleeps One mght they are secretly followed by 

an ex-soldier, who reveals the1r secret to the kmg As a reward, he is allowed to choose 

one of the twelve pnncesses as his bnde He chooses one, and they then hve happily ever 

after In some versions, the ex-soldier has eleven brothers who then marry the remammg 

eleven sisters In Sexing the Cherry we are drawn mto another vers10n of this tale 

Wmterson's pnncesses are actors m the1r own stones They speak for themselves, and they 

speak lyncally and profoundly The eldest Pnncess tells Jordan that she and her sisters 

lived happily ever after, "but not with our husbands" (48) One by one, each pnncess tells 

Jordan a tale about what happened to each of them after the happily-ever-after ending of 

Gnmms' vers10n 10 Through the narratives of the Twelve Dancing Pnncesses, Jordan 

learns how the Pnncesses have wntten beyond the endmg of the tradit10nal story, and this 

msprres him to expenment with his own life Instead of listening to cultural precepts that 

tell mm how men are supposed to behave, Jordan attempts to wnte ms own story, a story, 

which hke those of the twelve prmcesses, is fueled with possibility 

The mam frame of reference for Sexing the Cherry is seventeenth century London, 

between approximately 1630 and 1661 Even though the setting of the novel is clearly 

Puntan England, it is evident that Wmterson is engagmg with many twentieth-century 

femmist theones about the ideological implications behind gender construction 11 Through 

her two principal narrators, the Dog-Woman and Jordan, Jeanette Wmterson explores how 

gender and sexuality are part of the process of social construct10n But why choose this 

particular point in time? There are two reasons why I thmk Wmterson chooses trus penod 

m which to set the events of Sexing the Cherry 

The seventeenth century was a time of great pmlosoph1cal and moral upheaval m 

England The philosophical effort of the seventeenth century was engaged m a struggle to 

10 I have not been able to find a version of the Twelve D(lfl,cmg Princesses (also known as The Shoes that 
Danced Themselves to Pieces) that accords exactly with the version Wmterson refers to, and so can only 
conclude that she either has access to a vers10n unavatlable m this country, or that she has taken some 
arusuc hcence with the Gnmms' version The most common version has as its hero an older ex-soldier 
who chooses the eldest pnncess as his bnde 
11 See Diana Fuss' Essentially Speaking Feminism, Nature and Difference (New York Routledge, 1989), 
and the chapter "Lesbian and Gay Theory The Quesuon of Idenuty Pohucs" m parucular, or Technologies 
of Gender Essays on theory, film, and fiction by Teresa de Laureus (Bloommgton Indiana UP, 1987) 
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achieve some ktnd of synthesis between old established orders and the skepticism 

developmg m the wake of these older orders The moral tens10n was similarly a product of 

vanous attempts to reconcile two very different views of humanity m relation to God 

Thomas Docherty, m On Modern Authority, contends that the tumult of the penod had its 

roots ma semantic "cnsis m authonty" precipitated by Henry Vill 's divorce proceedmgs, 

the result of which was a religious schism between England and Rome The dissemmation 

of religious authonty was admirustered by not one but two relig10us authorities the 

traditional Roman church of the Pope, and the new Church of England 12 Attendmg this 

relig10us "cnsis" was a s1milar movement contestmg state and familial authonties 

Accordmg to Docherty, the "growth of Utopian wntmgs m this penod is testimony to the 

fact that the organ1zat10n of social relat10ns was m a state of turmoil, expenment and 

transit10n" (49) 

But these were not the only conceptual shifts people had to contend with Pre­

Reformat10n theology and astronomy had postulated a world where the Earth was the 

centre of the universe People "knew their place" m this world, and it was the unchangmg 

nature of this "place" "that lent them stability and, more 1mportantly, identity" The advent 

of a new attitude towards the physical place of the Earth m the cosmos (precipitated by the 

Copernican revolut10n) meant that the world, and by extens10n, humankind, was no longer 

"the still pomt of the centre of a uruverse " 'The condit10n of humanity at the moment of 

this astronomical revelation," Docherty contends, "becomes one of contmual exile, with the 

human now paradigmatlcally understood as a traveller That is to say, the mobility of the 

human body or self becomes operat10nal m a very specific way once the discovery of its 

decentred loss of identity is made " The mcreasmg populanty of utopian literature reflects 

this loss of stability The "nostalgic desire for [a] return home is a desire for a return to a 

mythic ongmary nature, a state of given certitude and stable identity which the new 

astronomy, the divorce of England from Rome, and the problem of authority (as self or 

other-directed) had all disturbed" (53) 

Docherty' s comments provide an mterprellve framework regardmg the events m 

Sexing the Cherry One of the pnmary issues m the novel centres on the behef that the 

developmg human identity must negotiate a multitude of frequently conflicting political and 

religious ideologies This is reflected m the Dog-Woman's repeated discourses on the 

nature of love and reproduct10n The Dog-Woman is representative of an older, more 

conventional order of belief While she believes m the magic of an unseen world, she also 

12 Tots 1s an mteresung parallel to the rellgmus debate between Jeanette and her mother m Oranges 
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holds tradiuonal nouons as to the earth' s geographical boundaries, and as to the physical 

possibihtles of the human body In contrast, Jordan is representative of the 

Enlightenment' s skepucism Through his Journeys Jordan develops an understanding of 

time and space as conventlons of a gravity-p01soned imagmat10n, but, as we will see, 

Jordan is still gravity-bound m his atutudes towards women 

Another of the sigruficant themes m the novel is the "desire for a return to a mythic 

ongmary nature" that Docherty discusses, that utopian desire which is expressed most 

specifically m Jordan 's quest for Fortunata Jordan fonnulates ms quest through ms 

explorauons m the mythical city of ms imagmauon, and it only when he encounters 

Fortunata that his quest crystallizes Fortunata represents many tmngs to Jordan she could 

be seen as Jordan ' s amma, or femmme alter-ego, yet she could also be seen, as her name 

suggests, as Jordan 's fortune, his fate or destmy Of course, Jordan' s name also cames 

strong connotat10ns To the Chnsllan faith, the nver Jordan is what separates the 

wilderness of this world from the promised land It is the Styx of Chnsllan mythology 

Jordan' s narrauve maintains very strong parallels with thlS theme of the redemptive 

Journey "I resolved to set a watch on myself," he says, "to catch myself disappearing 

through a door JUSt nouced m the wall" (10) And so he does Eventually Jordan comes 

face to face with the "self ' he has been chasmg, and he terms this "the first thing I saw" 

(9) Before, he says, he was "hke those who dream and pass through hfe as a senes of 

shadows" (95) This is emphasized at the end of the novel, when his final words attempt to 

unwrap the tllusory garb clothmg his utopian msuncts 

As I drew my slup out of London I knew I would never go there agam For a 

time I felt only sadness, and then, for no reason, I was filled with hope The 

future hes ahead hke a ghttenng city, but hke the cities of the desert 

disappears when approached In certam hghts it is easy to see the towers 

and the domes, even the people gomg to and fro We speak of it with longmg 

and with love The future But the city is a fake The future and the present 

and the past exist only m our mmds, and from a distance the borders of each 

shrmk and fade hke the borders of hostile countries seen from a floating 

city m the sky (144) 

This moment exists as an epiphany for Jordan Hts contmual attempts to negotiate a stable 

course between ms impulses and ms desrres have been grounded m the expectauon that he 

wtll eventually acmeve a sense of closure m h1S Journey Instead, what he realizes is that 
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his "goal" 1s always con tamed in a future event that exists only as far as he can create it 

"The future" is only a metaphor m his mmd 

One could argue that Wmterson reveals her own utopian mstincts in the novel In 

Oranges Are Not The Only Frult, Wmterson stresses the protagorust's romantic longmgs, 

for 'someone to call her home on those wild mghts' (Oranges 165) Jeanette's poignant 

reahzat10n that this person might not exist fonns part of the bitter-sweet texture of her 

conclus10n The same desrre for a perfect lover is apparent m Sexing the Cherry The Dog­

Woman admits that she sometimes longs for "the consolat10n of a lover's face," but knows 

that there is no "match" for her m the world The Dog-Woman's quest is less overtly 

developed, but her sentimentalized views of romance are clearly foregrounded Jordan 

searches tirelessly for an elusive woman he sees across a crowded table, never knowing if 

it is her he is searchmg for, or a part of himself Both the Dog-Woman and Jordan convey 

the impress10n that each seeks to recuperate what I call a perfect memory In Jordan's case, 

this 1s developed by reference to the motif of the map He charts the geography of the 

globe, not reahzing that it is the geography of his own identity he 1s really explormg He 

gives chase m a ship, travelling the world with Tradescant, and explormg the uncharted 

islands of the Pacific Ocean, trying to recapture a faded memory from his chtldhood 

"Islands are metaphors for the heart," he says, "no matter what poet says otherwise" (80) 

A second reason why this penod might have appealed to Jeanette Winterson hes in 

the allure of the nbald sexuality of that time I refer to the remarks of Michel Foucault in 

The History of Sexuality for emphasis 

At the begmmng of the seventeenth century a certam frankness was still 

common, it would seem Sexual practices had httle need of secrecy, words 

were said without undue reticence, and thmgs were done without too much 

concealment, one had a tolerant familiarity with the illicit Codes 

regulatmg the coarse, the obscene, and the indecent were qmte lax 

compared to those of the nineteenth century It was a trme of direct gestures, 

shameless discourse, and open transgressions, when anatomies were 

shown and mtermmgled at will, and knowmg children hung about amid 

the laughter of adults it was a penod when bodies "made a display of 

themselves " (3) 

Foucault's remarks provide another important framework from which to examine the 

events of Sexing the Cherry The boundanes between the corporeal world and the spmtual 
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world were m constant flux m the seventeenth century A mynad of discourses-medical, 

scientific, astrological, rellg10us--circulated about bodies and sexuality 13 In Sexmg the 

Cherry, one of the bodies that posittvely erupts from the narrattve is that of the Dog­

Woman, and she is undoubtedly and unreservedly makmg a display of herself As a 

character m a penod when superstition was commonplace, and people were bemg hanged 

for practlcmg witchcraft, the Dog-Woman slips mto the narrative with scarcely a npple of 

disbelief, even though her proporttons (and actions) are gargantuan m the extreme Another 

body makmg an mtngumg display of itself m Sexzng the Cherry 1s the Dog-Woman's 

neighbour, a woman "who arrs herself abroad as a witch " She is "so blackened and 

hairless," the Dog-Woman relates, "that she has twice been mistaken for a side of salt beef 

wrapped m muslm Not I nor anyone else has ever seen her feet beneath her skirts, so 

there's no knowmg what it is she walks on" (13) 

The Dog-Woman 

The body of the Dog-Woman is used as one of the most vivid sites of content10n m 

Sexzng the Cherry Her name cames all the colloqwal connotat10ns associated with the 

female dog Indeed, she has a bitchy temper towards those who have the misfortune of 

crossmg her There are numerous mcidents which serve to emphasize her ugliness and 

irascibility, but also her boundless good nature She is apparently so repulsive that a 

would-be lover faints with terror as she lifts bun to her face to kiss her (35-6), and her 

rancor is such that she fearlessly attacks, and dispatches, eight soldiers sent to reqwsitton 

her house for "Jesus and Oliver Cromwell" (65-6), yet when her neighbour the witch is m 

need of a home, the Dog-Woman allows her the use of one of her dog kennels "ttll the end 

of her days" (105) 

13 Thomas Laqueur, m Making Sex, states that "there was no true, deep essenttal sex that differentiated 
cultural man from woman" (124) Another mterestmg perspecuve on gender 1s Cross Dressing, Sex, and 
Gender, by Vern Bullough and Bonme Bullough (Phtladelphla. U of Penn P,1993) 
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Uncontrolled desire has long been a potent cultural metaphor for female sexuality, 

and, with the Dog-Woman, Jeanette Wmterson expl01ts this with zesty exuberance 14 

There 1s somethmg of the lovable rogue m the Dog-Woman, she 1s uncontrolled and 

uncontrollable She 1s a clown, a wise fool, and an outsider All these attributes, of course, 

accord her the license to freely hyperbolize the everyday hfe around her from the 

perspective of someone who does not, or wtll not, understand If we examme the Dog­

Woman's body as a symbolic construct, 1t 1s evident that Wmterson has taken the fairy 

tale's fascmauon with the extreme as a gwde m developmg the Dog-Woman The Dog­

Woman's physical image 1s one of grotesque swarthmess and crudity she has worn the 

same dress for five years, she 1s covered with "countless lice and other t1m1d creatures" 

(21), and people regularly shudder m her presence Her mpples stand out like walnuts, her 

face 1s pock-marked, and she lffiagmes that after she dies, "1t will take a worm of some 

endeavour to make an lilpress10n" on the great hulk of her flesh (105) She 1s, 11 would 

seem, compnsed of every negative physical attnbute known to folklore-but she 1s bigger, 

uglier, and stronger She is a mghtrnare of superlauve proport10ns to her enemies Yet the 

Dog-Woman contests these fairy tale attnbutes at the same time that she embodies them 

because of her narrative posit10n as subject, and not object, of her story Her hyperbolic 

attnbutes, while they exist as iromc subvers10ns that feed on the sexism so mherent to 

trad1t1onal fairy tale paradigms, are weapons she exults m usmg to establish her 

mdependence and 1dent1ty 

The v10lent aspects of the Dog-Woman's personality are hyperbolized with as much 

mtens1ty as her physical presence Her aptitude for aggress10n, though, 1s treated as a 

pos1t1ve express10n of her personality, and those who suffer under her violence are felt to 

deserve 1t What becomes evident through the Dog-Woman's narrauve 1s her unrepentant 

attitude towards her act10ns "I do not thmk of myself as a cnmmal there is no person 

dead at my hand who would be better off alive" (129) Her lffiage as a murderous woman 

is consistently foregrounded as that of an avengmg angel She helps the women of the 

Spitalfields brothel dispose of the rottmg Puntan bodies accumulatmg m the cellar, and 

when she murders Preacher Scroggs and Neighbour Frrebrace (man extremely unsettlmg 

fashion) she can disappear afterwards without notice "Like the angels," she says, "I can be 

mv1s1ble when there 1s work to be done" (89) Much of the Dog-Woman's v10lence is 

drrected at men who mentally or physically IIllStreat women Her first v1ctlffi was her 

14 In an mterview with Jackie Kay m Spare Rib, Wmterson comments that she had a specific focus m 
mmd with the character of the Dog-Woman "I wanted to create a woman who was not many way a female 
stereotype, who wasn ' t clean, particularly loveable or desrreable or attracuve or any of these thmgs, and yet 
proved to be enormously sympatheuc and vulnerable So that you couldn't hate her" (27) 
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father, when he attempted, against the protestauons of her mother, to sell her to an 

exlnbition because of her great "proport10ns " "One mght," she says, "my father tned to 

steal me and sell me to a man with one leg They had a barrel ready to put me in, but no 

sooner had they slammed on the lid than I burst the bonds of the barrel and came flying at 

my father's throat This was my fust murder" (107) She has a close affect.Ion for her 

mother, but her only point of reference with her father is the fact that she breeds 

boarhounds as he did before her, and it is evident that she holds little feeling for tum 

When I was a child my father swung me up on to his knees to tell a story and 

I broke both his legs He never touched me agam, except with the pomt of the 

whip he used for the dogs But my mother, who bved only a while and was so 

hght that she dared not go out m a wmd, could swmg me on her back and 

carry me for miles There was talk of witchcraft but what is stronger than 

love? (25) 

The Dog-Woman' s expenences with her father provide the basis upon wlnch she 

bwlds her subJectivity as a female Following her cntical insights into the distorted sexual 

hierarchy that exists between men and women m her society is her own peculiarized form 

of social retnbutlon and cond1t10nmg, and it is a v10lence unmatched by any other 

Wmterson uses the negative aspects of the Dog-Woman's lffiage in particular to 

make cntical statements about the soc10-cultural construcuon of women, and a maJor site of 

her scrutiny concerns the conceptualization of love and romance Love, with all its 

attendant quest.Ions about gender, is central to the Dog-Woman's narratlve Her rollickmg 

inqwsitlveness parodies the rhetoncs of romance, relig10n, and social convent10n that 

frequently condit10n sexual desue, body image, and femmine behav10ur Whtle the Dog­

Woman is a self-consc10us figure, she is still seduced by the fict.10n of romance Her 

narrative indicates how sexist paradigms are sustained in her consc10usness and behav10ur 

She abhors bathing, but, "knowing it to be a symptom of love," she submits herself to the 

ngours of the wash-pump to impress an intended sweetheart She 1s consc10us of her own 

unattractiveness, but does not prevent her expenmentat10ns with the opposite sex, although 

her only expenence with sex ends with her would-be lover comparmg the Dog-Woman's 

clitons to (of all things) an orange "I squatted backwards on a pillow and parted my bush 

of hair to see what it was that had confounded rum so It all seemed in proportlon to me 

These gentlemen are very timid," she relates matter of factly ( 107) There is a tens10n 

wlnch emerges in the Dog-Woman's dialogues between what she knows about love and 



60 

what she wants from love She is caught between a traditional relig10us perspective and an 

equally traditional perception of physical attractiveness "What is love?" she asks, "I am too 

huge for love No one, male or female, has ever dared to approach me They are afraid to 

scale mountains I wonder about love because the parson says that only God can truly love 

us and the rest is lust and selfishness" (34) These situat10ns reveal a woman who has 

mtemalized the sexism that circulates m her society, and its presence permeates her 

childhood remm1scences "When I was a girl I heard my mother and father copulatmg I 

heard my father's steady grunts and my mother's silence Later my mother told me that 

men take pleasure and women give it She told me ma matter-of-fact way, m the same tone 

of v01ce she used to tell me how to feed the dogs or make bread" ( 107) 

Although she has been thwarted m her sexual expenmentations with the opposite 

sex, she contmues to evmce a distinct fascmatlon with the complexes of heterosexual 

relat10nsh1ps Every cliche about heterosexual love and sex is explored with vigour She is, 

m the tradit10n of Swlft or Rabelais, an outrageous and grotesque creature, a figure who 

takes any colloqmalism literally, whether it mvolves the belief "that men hke to be 

consumed m the mouth" or Bibhcal admorushments to av01d the sms of the flesh Her 

cunous nature is such that she is more than willmg to "broaden" her mmd with new 

expenences, and when a man accosts her one day and asks her to put his member m her 

mouth, she agrees with alacnty 

I hke to broaden my mind when I can and I did as he suggested, swallowing 

it up entirely and biting it off with a snap As I did so my eager fellow 

increased his swooning to the pomt of famtmg away, and I, feeling both 

astonished by his rapture and disgusted by the leathery th.mg filling up my 

mouth, spat out what I had not eaten and gave it to one of my dogs (41) 

She tends to be rather casual about menacmg the vanous men she meets (and their organs), 

and her mnocent stones stnp the sexual act of its romantic aspects, leavmg only the uneven 

sexism of the situation In each of her examples, the sexual hierarchy is evident She tells 

us that copulauon gives the woman "a more pleasurable part," and makes a dehberately 

sarcastic reference to the fact that m her society women exist only to give pleasure to men 

"[T]heir bodies are their own," she remarks, "and I who know nothmg of them must take 

mstruct10n humbly, and 1f a man asks me to do the same thmg again I'm sure I shall, 

although for myself I felt nothmg" (41) From her own unfulfillmg expenences with love 

and sex the Dog-Woman is astute enough to know that the organ her son needs to be 
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warned about is not his sexual organ but his heart "When Jordan is older I will tell hun 

what I know about the human body and urge mm to be careful of his member And yet it is 

not that part of him I fear for, it is his heart" (41) 

Jordan is not the Dog-Woman's biological child, he is an adopted chtld, but this m 

no way detracts from therr relationship She is a mother m spmt if not m body "We were 

happy together," she comments, "and tf he noticed that I am bigger than most he never 

mentioned it He was proud of me because no other chlld had a mother who could hold a 

dozen oranges m her mouth at once" (26) In her most emphatic misunderstandings, the 

false associations remf orced and sanctioned by trad1t.1.onal authonties become apparent, and 

this is most evident with regards to her treatment of women 's roles as developed by social 

and religious authontles Convent.1.onal images of motherhood are warped by the Dog­

Woman's unconventional, but not maccurate, imagery For example, her maternal 

devotions to her child parody the unage of the bountiful mother 

When Jordan was a baby, he sat on top of me much as a fly rests on a hill of 

dung And I nourished him as a hill of dung nourishes a fly, and when he 

had eaten his fill he left me (11) 

When Jordan was new I sat him on the palm ofmy hand the way I would a 

puppy, and I held hrm to my face and let him pick the fleas out of my scars 

(25) 

Her love for Jordan is foregrounded throughout the novel, and the pattern of her 

relationship with her son is art.1.culated through the tradit.1.onal position of the mother of a 

quest hero--she waits whtle he travels the world Her attitude is one of resigned acceptance 

that the gender div1S1on should work this way, and when Jordan makes plans for another 

voyage with Tradescant she says nothmg to hun, but her heart, she says "became a capt.1.ve 

ma locked room" (71) But when Jordan leaves home the Dog-Woman discovers her own 

dormant desrre for adventure and excitement "I see I have a flair for enterprise It was ever 

with me, but smothered, I thmk, under my matemalness and the pressmg need to do away 

with scoundrels There is something to be said for this childless qwet life" (135) 

As Mlkhatl Bakhtln has noted, the device of creatmg a character who deliberately 

misunderstands the convent.1.ons of his or her culture is an effect.1.ve method of exposmg "all 

that is vulgar and falsely stereotyped m human relat.1.onships" (162), and the Dog-Woman's 

penchant for hterahsm not only exposes the false stereotypes of gendered behaviour, but 
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also the mtemal mconsistencies of the rehg10us dialogues crrculatmg m her society Her 

comprehension of Puntan ideology negates the logic of therr rationale Every rehgious 

expression is consistently misunderstood, and 1s assaulted with such an 1magmat1vely 

persuasive unreasonableness that the conventional funcuon of reason (that we might 

understand) 1s subverted, and the manner m which her fellow Royalists mterpret the Bible 

is stmtlarly undermmed through the manner m which she addresses the contrad1ct1ons 

mherent m thetr Biblical mterpretatlons "The Puntans," she comments, "who wanted a 

rule of samts on earth, and no kmg but Jesus, forgot that we are born mto flesh and m flesh 

must remain Therr women bmd thetr breasts and cook plam food without salt, and the men 

are so afraid of thetr member upnsmg that they keep 1t strapped between thetr legs with 

bandages" (67) Whtle attendmg a secret Royalist meet.mg one rught, the Dog-Woman is 

asked to consider two confuctmg passages of the Old Testament "Thou shalt not kill," and 

"an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth " "I have long been mterested m these 

contrad1ct10ns," she tells us, "and looked forward to a full rendenng of thetr mearung" 

(84) "[Y]ou must go m secret and q01et," the preacher tells the group, "and gouge out your 

enemies' eyes when you see them, and depnve them of thetr teeth 1f they have them This 

fulfills the Law of God" (84) "I was very much taken with this rendenng," the Dog­

Woman says, "and could only wonder how 1t had not come to me voluntanly before now 

It is a thmg to have learning and so be able to mterpret the Scnptures" (84) Provided with 

many opportun1t1es to "exercise [her] calhng," the Dog-Woman soon has her trophy-sack 

filled 119 eyeballs, and over 2,000 teeth "[l]t seemed to me," she says, "that my zeal had 

only made up for the sloth of others" (85) She 1s, m her literal mterpretat10ns, very much 

hke the fundamentahst mother m Oranges 

The Dog-Woman's encounters with the religious and sexist attitudes of her society 

mform her receptton of the unfamtltar When an explorer bnngs the frrst banana ever seen 

m England back from one of his voyages, the Dog-Woman sees 1t at an exh1bit1on and is 

homfied that it might be "the pnvate parts of an Onental," particularly when she hears that 

it is a fruit meant to be eaten "We had not gone to church all these years and been washed 

m the blood of Jesus only to eat ourselves up the way the Heathen do," she steams 

nghteously (13) Thts same explorer, a herbahst by trade, 1s apparently an aborttomst who 

relieves women of their unwanted pregnancies, but the Dog-Woman remains suspicious 

"When a woman came back [from a visit to Johnson's surgery] all flat and smtlmg she 

said 1t was Mistletoe or Cat-mp or some such, but I say he sucked 1t out for the Devil" (11-

12) Her disbelief that such an event might be possible 1s mfluenced by her behef that most 

men hold httle regard for the lives of women 
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While her narrative reveals a woman who distrusts male motivation, it also 

demonstrates her essential conservatism She scoffs at the notion that the world might be 

anythmg but "a manageable place made of blood and stone and entrrely flat" when 

Tradescant explams to Jordan how "every mapped-out Journey contams another Journey 

hidden m its Imes" (23), yet her own Journey contams its own hidden tangents and 

divers10ns, as is evidenced by her figurative leap four centunes mto the future Her 

traditionalist outlook holds her to a ngidly gendered umverse where women exist to only 

accommodate male sexual pleasure, and every example of her narrative relfies this When 

her son develops a new vanety of cherry, by graftmg one species onto another, her 

response is simtlar to her react10n to the banana-she is homfied "Thou mayest as well try 

to make a umon between thyself and me by sewmg us at the hip" she shouts at Jordan (79) 

Iromcally though, the Dog-Woman has unwittmgly deconstructed her own argument, for 

she could well be refemng to herself and Jordan They are b10logically unrelated, but there 

is an mvisible thread JOmmg them as mother and son Her next comment is even more self­

referentlal, considenng her own monstrous sexuality "Of what sex is that monster you are 

makmg?" (79) 

The conversation between the Dog-Woman and her son about Jordan's graftmg 

attempts with the cherry gives some mdication as to theu different posit10ns regardmg 

nature and gender Jordan attempts to explam his work to ms mother, but they are evidently 

poles apart 

I tried to explam to her that the tree would still be female although it had not 

been born from seed, but she said that such thmgs had no gender and were a 

confusion to themselves 

'Let the world mate of its own accord,' she said, 'or not at all ' 

But the cherry grew, and we have sexed it and it is female (79) 

The Dog-Woman's comments-"Let the world mate of its own accord"-pomt out a 

fundamental difference m attitude between herself and her son regardmg the construction of 

sexuality and gender identity The Dog-Woman imphes that the graftmg proJect of her 

botanist son meddles with a form of creat10rusm that goes agamst the authonty of God, but 

she couches her argument m her behef that the bmary div1S1on of the sexual ruerarchy is 

impossible to subvert Wmterson presents the Dog-Woman's view as an essentially 

tradit10nalist one "we are born mto flesh and m flesh must remam," says the Dog-Woman 

(67) The Dog-Woman's attitude is simtlar to Jeanette's mother's attitude m Oranges, with 
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her superst1t10us biblical fundament:allsm, although she is infimtely more permissive than 

Lome, as the phrase "of its own accord" implies Whtle her expenences have left her with 

the certam knowledge that there is no one of her own "accord" to mate with, the Dog­

Woman is unintenuonally deconstructing her own argument, for her pronommal reference 

uses the neuter form What emerges, then, is a reversal of meaning The cherry grows, and 

it is as naturally female as the Dog-Woman herself Her comments find greatest resonance 

not m reference to s1tua1:1on of the cherry, but in the gender confus10n her son Jordan 

expenences through ms own attempts at grafung the her01c character onto his own nature 

Jordan 

Winterson uses Jordan 's character both to toy with the concept of a naturally 

gendered body as a construcuon and to portray a quest hero trapped by the parameters of 

the tradiuonal quest paradigm She poses the construcuon of gender as both a sociocultural 

construct and as a sermol:lc structure that assigns value to the men m Jordan's society, but 

not the women Jordan's quest is articulated through a complex web of expenences that are 

the product and the process by wmch he attams his subJecl:lvity, but while Jordan 's 

narrauve calls attention to the strategies of subJective reappropnauon Wmterson developed 

through the Dog-Woman, the ground upon which Jordan constructs ms own atutudes 

about subJectivity and identlty disintegrates as his quest evolves As a quest character he is 

far from typical, but his iruual attltudes towards heroism are articulated through a senes of 

markedly tradil:lonal notions concerning sexuality and gender representatlon Jordan's 

not10n of heroism adheres to a cnpphng sexist paradigm, and tms 1s brought forcibly to his 

attention by the rewntten fairy tales and myths Wmterson grafts onto his story 

As a chtld, Jordan dramauzes the events of his adoptlon with the mgenmty Jeanette 

demonstrates in Oranges, and along similar rehg1ous themaucs Like Moses, Jordan is 

fished from the shmy banks of a nver by a woman 15 He descnbes this event with an eye 

for the details of the Dog-Woman's incredible anatomy m companson to ms own 

diminmtlve figure 

l5 Wmterson's allusions to the pnmary "heroes" of the Chnsuan tradluon are mteresung m that she uses 
them as palimpsests agamst which she supenmposes characters who are not destrned for fame, fortune, or 
religious canoruzauon, at least, not outside her ficllonal world 



I was wrapped rn a rottrng sack such as kittens are drowned rn, but my head 

was wedged uppermost agamst the bank I heard a roar rn the water and 

a face as round as the moon with hair fallmg on either side bobbed over me 

She scooped me up, she tied me between her breasts whose mpples stood out 

hke walnuts (10-11) 
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This descnpt10n charactenzes the relauonship between Jordan and his mother, who looms 

over h1m "like a mathemaucal equation, always there and impossible to disprove" (79) His 

name, which is a direct reference to the nver Jordan, is given to hlm by the Dog-Woman, 

who later rues her decision "I should have named h1m after a stagnant pond and then I 

could have kept rum, but I named rum after a nver and m the flood-tide he shpped away" 

(11) 

Although the presence of the Dog-Woman penetrates the events of Jordan ' s hfe, 

she does not markedly mfluence her son's attitudes about the female sex In contrast to his 

mother, Jordan is an msecure character who looks to heroes hke Tradescant for mspiration 

What he discovers through his questmg is his essenual lack of identity His quest, which is 

bmlt upon an elaborately developed metaphor of escape and pursuit, ostensibly seeks to 

affirm his heroic "nature," but the real events of his hfe are discovered "squashed between 

the facts" (10), and are more difficult to follow The sexist ideology that permeates 

Jordan's narrauve fmds specific express10n m his formulauon of the typical hero "England 

is a land of heroes," he says, "every boy knows that" (79) 

I want to be brave and admired and have a beautiful wife and a fine house I 

want to be a hero and wave good-bye to my wife and children at the docks, 

and be sorry to see them go but more excited about what 1s to come I want to 

be hke other men, one of the boys, a back-slapper and a man who knows a 

Joke or two I want to be hke my np-roarrng mother who cares nothmg for 

how she looks, only for what she does She has never been m love, no, and 

never wanted to be either She 1s self-sufficient and without doubt (101) 

Wmterson develops Jordan as a character caught between the contradictions of gender 

stereotypes He has an obJect:J.fymg att:J.tude towards women-they exist as plot elements m 

his personal fantasy 16-and even his mother is given scant consideration, as we see from 

16 Jordan's essentJ.ally sexist attJ.tudes are further revealed rn lus 1deahzauons of Penelope and Sappho, both 
of whom he holds as examples of true love one, because she waited patJ.ently for many years while her 
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th.ts excerpt His understandmg of women defines them m relat10n to men, and not as 

autonomous mdlviduals who are under constant subJugauon by patnarchal authontles 17 

Whtle the Dog-Woman is a character who deliberately misunderstands the cultural 

conventions of her society, Jordan, m contrast, is a character who also misunderstands 

certam conventions, but h.ts misunderstandmgs are less mgemous than the Dog-Woman's 

They are Just as deliberate, but they lack her sauncal edge There is a frustrated aspect m 

Jordan's narrative, a frustratlon that is not appeased, as it ism the Dog-Woman's case, 

through humour or sauncal violence Jordan finds the supreme confidence of h.ts mother 

unnervmg and unsettlmg Jordan is more concerned with trymg to be a hero than he ism 

bemg himself, and through h.ts quest Wmterson bnngs these issues forcibly to our 

attenuon 

Whtle his mother stays at home, breedmg boarhounds for the fights and races m 

London's Hyde Park, Jordan sets sail upon the oceans of his imagmat10n This takes him 

far from the daily world of the Dog-Woman, and even though she acknowledges her part m 

encouragmg these imagmative explorat10ns, she is bitter that they lead him away from her 

"When Jordan was three," she says, "I took him to see a great ranty and that was my 

undomg" (11) Whtle the Dog-Woman sees this "great ranty" as the "pnvate parts of an 

Onental," Jordan sees it as a wmdow onto another world 

When I was little my mother took me to see a great wonder It was about 

1633, I thmk, and never before had there been a banana m England I saw it 

held high above a man's head It was yellow and speckled brown, and as I 

looked at it I saw the tree and the beach and the white waves below birds with 

wide wmgs Then I forgot it completely But m my games with ships and 

plants I was trymg to return to that memory, to release whatever it had 

begun m me (100) 

When Jordan meets John Tradescant, and is mvited to travel with him as an explorer, the 

opporturuty to realize his aspirat10ns becomes a distlnct possibility "For Tradescant bemg a 

hero comes naturally" Jordan comments, "[h]is father was a hero before him" (101) The 

husband was away on bis own adventures, and the other, "who rather than lose her lover to a man flung 
herself from the wmdy chffs" (39) 
l 7 Accordmg to Wmterson, "men cannot understand bow women work" "All of my [male characters] are 
lookmg at thmgs and facts to try and understand tbts mystery of the woman they are connected with And 
they never get to the pomt, they are always skatmg around 1t It's lllllllensely frustratmg for them the 
stupid ones decide they know and try and tell women what they thmk, the bnghter ones reahse 1t 1s Just not 
possible" (Kay 27) 
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correlation between parent and child is an established fact m Jordan's mmd-because 

Tradescant does what his father did before hllTI-and Jordan assumes that the qualities of 

the hero are mherent charactenstics that can be passed on from father to son Tradescant, 

who travels the world lookmg for ranlles for his museum, is carrymg on the work his 

father began m the late stxteenth century 18 But does Jordan realize that the Dog-Woman 

also does what her father did before her? Th1s is never clanfied, although at one pomt the 

Dog-Woman makes a reference to her desrre to see Jordan succeed her m the family 

busmess "He would not stay," she says, "His head was stuffed with stones of other 

continents where men have their faces m therr chests and some hop on one foot defymg the 

weight of nature" (34) Indeed, Jordan hopes to absorb Tradescant' s her01c nature and thus 

"defy the weight of nature " "I thought I might be a hero after all," he says, "and bnng 

back somethmg that mattered, and m the process fmd somethmg I had lost" (100) 

The sense of loss was hard to talk about What could I have lost when I never 

had anything to begin with? 

I had myself to begin with, and that is what I lost Lost it in my mother 

because she is bigger and stronger than me and that's not how it's supposed 

to be with sons But lost it more importantly between my ideal of myself and 

my pounding heart (101) 

Travelmg with Tradescant gives mm the opportumty to reconstruct what he has "lost" 

What he wants to bnng back, though, is first identified as a heroic nature His sense of loss 

is foregrounded through two areas of contention the disJunct10n between ms mother and 

himself, that, as Jordan says, is "not how it is supposed to be," and his notions of her01sm 

llTiply a behef m a tangible heroic nature available for the takmg His mherently sexist 

mentality cannot accommodate a radical dlvis10n of gender roles and identities-at least, not 

mitially Jordan's eventual recogrution of his mistaken ambition is articulated m his 

reference to the sense of loss that occurred between his "ideal" of himself (as a hero) and 

between ms "poundmg heart" (his flesh and blood identity) 

l8 There were two John Tradescants-a father and a son Dunng the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centunes they made a number of exploratmns around the world, collecung exotic plants and anunals to 
display m their museum, a museum they named the Ark After the deaths of both Tradescants, the contents 
of the Ark ended up m the hands of Elias Asbmole, who bequeathed 1t to Oxford Uruvers1ty on his death 
The Ark provided the basis for what 1s now known as the Ashmolean Museum The Tradescant Wmterson 
refers to 1s the son (1608 - 1662) See Prudence Leith-Ross, The John Tradescants 
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Wmterson explores the evolution of Jordan's sense of gender ident.lty through his 

Journeys w1th Tradescant Tradescant teaches Jordan about the pracucal aspects of sea­

JOumeys, but what Jordan remembers most clearly is Tradescant' s more metaphysical 

advice "every mapped-out Journey con tams another Journey hidden m its lmes " (23) 

While Tradescant' s Journeys occupy recogruzable parameters of chronological trrne and 

place, Jordan's quest follows a radically different hne that reflects Tradescant's 

philosophy "[I]n my mmd it is always the same place I return to," he says, "and that one 

place not the most beautiful nor the most surpnsmg To escape from the weight of the 

world, I leave my body where it is" (17) In this way Jordan discovers the "mvisible" facts 

of his hfe, the facts flymg without him "hke the Twelve Dancmg Pnncesses who shot from 

their wmdow every rught and returned home every mommg with tom dresses and worn­

out slippers and remembered nothmg" (10) 

Where Jordan first encounters the mv1S1ble facts of his life is m a city where "the 

words resist erasure" ( 17) "The oldest and most stubborn," he says, "form a thick crust of 

chattenng rage"(l 7) Language, m this city, has a hfe of its own In its most tangible form 

it is a senes of quarrels and content.lous rows multiphed over time that produce effects that 

are eventually percerved as social reality Whtle cleaners hover over the city with brooms 

and mops, and sweep the sky clean of the effects of language, this does not remove the 

sigmficatory power of the words, for they are able to move beyond their ongms mto a 

larger social context of sigrufymg practice The words effect and affect the city's 

mhabitants Wmterson gives hteral shape to these reality effects, and m one mstance a 

cleaner's hand is "badly mauled" by a "vic10us row" (17) Wmterson constructs the 

lmgmst.lc effects of thls city as potentially lethal ones, and she leaves no doubt as to who is 

to blame The men ongmally responsible for this lmgmstic oppress10n deny any 

culpab1hty, however, and make therr defence "on the grounds that the words no longer 

belonged to them" (17), yet it is evident that these lmgmstlc practices have msid10usly 

regulated the city's social structure, dividmg the inhabitants mto those who produce 

language and those whose subJectivity (the cleaners for example) is produced by language 

Jordan's first encounter with Fortunata occurs m this city of words Her face, he 

says, "was a sea voyage I had not the courage to attempt" (21) Although we later come to 

know her as one of the Twelve Dancmg Pnncesses, for Jordan her mitial seductiveness 

depends on her namelessness In traditional quest fashion Jordan is lured by the 

mystenousness of her absence no one knows who she is or where she came from When 

she disappears mto the dawn the next mommg, Jordan chases after her, and his attempts to 



69 

find Fortunata lead hun through a senes of gender-bendmg encounters with mythological 

figures and f arry tale pnncesses 

Imually Jordan 's quest seems to traverse a convenuonally gendered course, but his 

encounter with "a pen of prosututes" leads to radical consequences "The women were 

grac10us," he reports, "but urged me to return m female disguise That way I might be 

granted admittance As a man, however chaste, I would be dnven away or made a eunuch" 

(30) Compliantly, he returns m femmme disguise Although his femmme garb allows rum 

to enter the world of these women, Jordan is recogruzable to us as an outsider because he 

has no understandmg of the way these women are mteracung "[I]t seemed as though they 

were commumcatmg without words," he comments, and what at first seemed an 

essenualizmg move on Wmterson' s part-usmg woman as a category Jordan cannot 

merely step mto-is actually a more complex strategy Why Jordan cannot sun ply 

exchange one gender for another is mformed by Wmterson's proposal that when gender is 

viewed merely as sexual difference, the issues of power that shape and represent gender 

relations are obscured Jordan is not able to "be" a woman Just by dressmg as one, and his 

cross-dressmg expenences are frustratmg encounters that force h1rn to consider more 

carefully the dynamics of how sexual difference is represented and constructed The 

operauons of gender, Jordan discovers, are not only issues of difference, but specifically 

the questions of power that are always shaped w1thln certam ideological frameworks that 

disguise the presence of mequahty and male dommatlon The prostitutes are the 

possess10ns of a nch man-they live m hls house and serve his pleasures Jordan is unable 

to understand their language because he is, Wee the nch man, of the gender of the 

oppressor, and so unable to comprehend the language of the oppressed Thus he 

determmes to explore further mto the world of gender 

I have met a number of people who, 8.llXlous to be free of the burdens of their 

gender, have dressed themselves men as women and women as men 

After my experience m the pen of prostitutes I decided to contmue as a 

woman for a trme and took a Job on a fish stall 

I noticed that women have a private language A language not dependent 

on the constructions of men but structured by signs and express10ns, and 

that uses ordmary words as code-words meanmg something other 

In my petticoats I was a traveller m a foreign country I did not speak the 

language I was regarded with susp1C1on (31) 
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In his gwse as a woman Jordan discovers a female "conspiracy" that shocks him "I like 

women," he says, "I regard them highly I never guessed how much they hate us or how 

deeply they pity us" (32) Wmterson constructs an mfenor and easily duped mascuhne 

mtellect through Jordan 's narrative which is clearly developed m the rule book (wntten by 

women for women) Jordan is given by a well-meanmg female flsh-mongerer It is a 

catalogue of the meputudes and cupidities of men, and the last rule is perhaps most 

pertment to Jordan's own situauon "Your greatest strength is that every man believes he 

knows the sum and possibihty of every woman" (33) Jordan has evidently undergone a 

considerable change m opm10n dunng his bnef penod m the clothmg of a woman, for his 

sudden capitulat10n to this rule book reflects a surpnsmgly different attltude towards 

women "I was very much upset when I read this first page, but observmg my own heart 

and the behav10ur of those around me I conceded it to be true" (32-33) 

In his femmme garb Jordan 1s treated as a woman, particularly when he dresses as a 

drab m order to attend the trial of Charles I (68), and tms mtroduces an element of cnsis 

mto ms narrative, for although he cannot understand the language of women, he is treated 

as a woman Gender is exposed as a performance that produces the illus10n of an mner sex 

or essence His gestures and ms gait proclaim h1m as a woman (at least, to the soldiers he 

meets), but is really Just a surface representation that challenges heterosexual gender 

divis10ns MaIJone Garber, m her book Vested Interests, notes "the appeal of cross­

dressmg" as a simultaneous deconstruct10n/ reconstruction of gender categones (9), and 

her comments have a partlcular sigruficance when we examme Jordan's own attempts at 

cross-dressmg Jordan, m his female clothmg, challenges conventional modes of gender 

representatlon He is neither essenually female nor recogruzably male, but rather a thrrd 

category of mdividuatlon altogether Garber posits this third category as "that wmch 

quest10ns bmary thmkmg and mtroduces cnsis-a cnsis wmch is symptomatized by both 

the overestimat10n and the underestimation of cross-dressmg The 'third' is a mode of 

articulat10n, a way of descnbmg a space of possibility" (11) How Wmterson uses this 

"space of possibility" 1s developed most forcefully through Jordan's encounter with the 

Twelfth Dancmg Pnncess 

The Gnmms' vers10n of The Twelve Dancing Princesses, a vers10n m which these 

twelve pnncesses were mere stock characters, stands as a silent sentinel m the background 

of Jordan's narrauve They live m a city where "the mhabitants have reconciled two 

discordant desires to remam m one place and to leave it behmd forever" (43) The 

sigruficance of these "discordant desires" unpacts upon Wmterson's vers10n of The Twelve 

Dancing Princesses, because she treats the ongmal, familiar endmg as the pomt from wmch 



71 

her own rewnte begins The tales the pnncesses tell Jordan layer themselves one by one on 

top of the Gnmms' version so that the trappings of the fam1.har fauy tale are exposed as 

precisely that-fam1.har trappmgs In this example, the eldest pnncess tells Jordan how she 

and her sisters came to live together 

You know that eventually a clever prmce caught us flymg through the 

wmdow We had given him a sleeping draught but he only pretended to 

drmk it He had eleven brothers and we were all given m marnage, one to 

each brother, and as it says hved happily ever after We did, but not with our 

husbands 

For some years I did not hear from my sisters, and then, by a strange 

eventuality, I discovered that we had all, m one way or another, parted from 

the glorious princes and were hvmg scattered, accordmg to our tastes 

We bought this house and we share it (48) 

The tales of these Dancing Pnncesses-a heterogeneous affair of lesbian passion, Chnstian 

symbolism, and fairy tales references-demonstrates that the "tastes" of these eleven 

women are not flavoured by a predommantly heterosexual pomt of view Some are lesbians 

and some loved the pnnces they had mamed, but all then stones relfy what Jordan learned 

m the rule book that men "are never never to be trusted" (32) The pictures that emerge 

from theu stones show Jordan "the penalty of love" ( 47), but also cause him some 

consternation, for there are only eleven pnncesses in this house-the twelfth, as he soon 

discovers, is missing 

The twelfth Dancing Prmcess, as Jordan learns from her sisters, ran from her 

impending mamage to the prmce who had discovered theII secret life On that day, mstead 

of followmg her sisters, this prmcess "flew from the altar hke a bud from a snare and 

walked a tightrope between the steeple of the church and the mast of a ship weighing 

anchor in the bay," never to be seen by her sisters again (60) "She was, of all of us" the 

eldest Pnncess tells Jordan, "the best dancer, the one who made her body mto shapes we 

could not follow She did it for pleasure, but there was somethmg more for her, she did it 

because any other life would have been a he She didn't bum m secret with a passion she 

could not express, she shone" (60) Through further query, Jordan discovers that this sister 

is the dancer he met in the city of words Her name is Fortunata He is warned by the 
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pnncesses that she will not be what he expects-"The body she has will not be the body 

she had" (60)-and they are only too accurate 

Fortunata is Wmterson ' s 'tlurd category' m Sexing the Cherry She is a distmctive 

character even agamst the mtense magical-realism of the novel Her presence articulates an 

alternate mode of gender representauon, for she has completely discarded the constnctions 

of conventional gender behav10ur She enters the novel ma particularly distmctive section 

that calls immediate attent10n to itself because it is the sole port10n of the novel that is 

completely 1tahcized This section, which begms and ends on a smgle page, is also the only 

mstance where the novel is wntten m the thzrd person She is, it seems, a dancmg 

mstructor 

At a dancing school in a remote place, Fortunata teaches her pupils to 

become points of light 

Most, she releases like butterflies over a flowering world Bodies that 

could have bent double and grown numb she maintains as metal in a fiery 

furnace, tempering, stretching, forcing sinews into impossible shapes and 

calling her art nature 

She believes that we are fallen creatures who once knew how to fly She 

says that light burns in our bodies and threatens to dissolve us at any 

moment 

To her dancers she says, 'Through the body, the body is conquered '(72) 

The simple act of tellmg Fortunata's story from this pomt of view charges the narrative, for 

not only is 1t the sole mstance m the novel where the narrative deviates from a first-person 

perspective, but this descnpuon places Fortunata ma time warp (as we recogruze it) She 

is, m contrast to her sisters, neither stiff nor old She has taught her body to become her 

mstrument The body is Fortunata' s tool, through it she deconstructs the tradiuonally 

heterosexual parameters of gender representauon She teaches her pupils to defy the 

cons tram ts of theu bodies with theu bodies Tlus she terms not art, but nature The largely 

conservative views of the Dog-Woman (that ungendered bemgs are a confus10n to 

themselves) are m drrect contrast to those of Fortunata, whose radical methodology implies 

that only gendered bodies are a confusion to themselves Fortunata's mnovatlve adaptat10n 

of the physical body 1s Wmterson' s most emphauc "challenge to easy nouons of bmanty" 
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(Garber 10), as Fortunata refutes the cultural ideologies that deterrmne a femmme or 

mascuhne mode of self-representat:lon m favour of her own predommantly ungendered 

ident:lty 

Although the reader is aware that Fortunata exists at some pomt m 1:lme, Jordan has 

yet to find her He conunues on his quest for her, and his Journeys take him across a 

landscape that cont:lnually challenges the sexism of his not:lons of heroism and women 

Wmterson sets rum down ma city where love, hke a disease, has wiped out the populat10n 

three umes, and through this expenence Jordan begms to quest10n his desire to fmd 

Fortunata "Not only was I chasmg a dancer who, on the evidence of her sisters, was too 

old to move, I had m the past entangled myself m numerous affairs with women who 

would not, could not or did not love me And did I love them? I thought so at the time, 

though now I have come to doubt it, seemg only that I loved myself through them" (73-4) 

This bnef statement descnbes Jordan qwte succmctly, for his conception of Fortunata has 

no resemblance to the real woman, but is only an attractive image of his own makmg To 

be a muse may be enough for some, but the truth, as Jordan discovers, is that he has never 

really understood how he is both product and process of hls social situat:lon "I may be 

cymcal when I say that very rarely is the beloved more than a shapmg spmt for the lover's 

dreams And perhaps such a thmg is enough To be a muse may be enough The pam is 

when the dreams change, as they do, as they must Suddenly the enchanted city fades and 

you are left alone agam m the wmdy desert As for your beloved, she didn' t understand 

you The truth is, you never understood yourself ' (74) 

When Jordan returns to his mother's house, hls behav10ur, part:lcularly with 

regards to hls graft:lng expenments, sigrufies some apparent changes to the tradit:lonal 

percept:lons of gender and sexuahty he holds This "new fash10n of graft:lng" is, hke many 

unfamiliar pracuces, a techmque "many m the Church condemn" as unnatural reproduct:lon, 

"holdmg that the Lord who made the world made its flora as he wished and m no other 

way" (78) Jordan tnes to explam to hls disapprovmg mother that the newly-grafted cherry 

tree will have a sexual ident:lty that is as "natural" as therr own, but evidently the Dog­

Woman upholds the formal b10logical defimt:lons of socially reproduced bemgs "[S]he 

said such thmgs had no gender and were a confus10n to themselves," Jordan relates, but 

"we have sexed it and it is female" (79) The apparent ease with whlch Jordan is able to 

graft the cherry exposes gender as an mevitable reproduction to which there is no true 

ongmal That the cherry is sexed as a female, and not as a male, denotes a reversal of the 

sexual hierarchy that exists m the world of Jordan and his mother The sexmg of the cherry 
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also re-presents another aspect of the "thlrd" category of gender representat:lon Wmterson 

mtroduced with Jordan's cross-dressmg and with Fortunata 

The sex.mg of the cherry signals a break with tradit10nal modes of percept:lon, and 

m Jordan's musmgs on trrne and the nature of reality we are mtroduced to the possibillues 

of "the mward life" (90) With the appearance of the Twelve Dancmg Pnncesses, the 

possibility of wntmg a life-story beyond culturally sancuoned opt10ns is mtroduced mto the 

novel With Fortunata, the subvers10n of conventional representat:lons of the body is 

mtroduced With the appearance of this extended dialogue on trrne and memory, the 

narrauve coherence of Sexing the Cherry fragments dramaucally Jordan's narrat:lve travels 

through t:lme and space m an effort to depict the "superconduct:lve" possibilities of the 

human body, but, m my opm10n, the coherence of Wmterson's gender debate crumbles 

mto a complex mass of phllosophical explorauons mto a world of physics, Western art, 

and metaph)sical ramblings It could be that she is attempt:lng to hnk the vanous 

"technologies" that create and represent gender and sexuality-art, phllosophy, sem10t:1cs­

m an effort to elaborate the discourses that dictate and define human subJectlvity, but only 

when Jordan emerges from hls foray mto this purely Wmtersoman trrne warp does the 

narrative reconstruct its focus on Jordan's quest This is the pomt at which Fortunata and 

Jordan meet, and she teaches rum about the possiblhues of his body 

I stayed with Fortunata for one month, learning more about her ways and 

something about my own She told me that for years she had hved in hope of 

being rescued, of belonging to someone else, of dancing together And then 

she had learned to dance alone, for its own sake and for hers 

'And love?' I said 

She spread her hands and gave me a short lecture on the habits of the 

starfish (99) 

The starfish, although Wmterson does not elaborate this, has no fixed sexual ident:lty-it 

can adapt its sex to complement the starfish it mates with Fortunata, hke the starfish, has 

abandoned any allegiance to a distmct sexual specificity She exists for her own sake, 

although, as the precedmg example illustrates, miually it was not without a certam amount 

of difficulty Shake off your restnctmg ideals and learn to live without convent10nal 

preconcept10ns, she tells Jordan But Jordan is saddened by hls encounter with Fortunata, 

for her presence has shattered the coherence of hls desire to be a hero hke Tradescant 

When he leaves her to return to Tradescant's shlp, he hopes that she will ask hrrn to stay, 
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but she does not want to be m Jordan's fantasy, and Jordan is forced to see the wisdom m 

her reasonmg 

The Buddhists say there are 149 ways to God I'm not lookmg for God, only 

for myself, and that is far more complicated God has a great deal written 

about Hrm, nothmg has been wntten about me I could be anywhere, and 

smce I can't describe myself I can't ask for help We are alone m this quest, 

and Fortunata is right not to disgmse it, though she may be wrong about 

love (102) 

He leaves her on her island, and heads off to Jorn Tradescant, but m his words we 

see the poignant reahzat10n Jordan has come to He knows that Fortunata wtll forever 

escape him, but her fortitude and creativity have given him the mspirat10n to be a hero on 

his own terms, and m his own way 

'I'll come back another day,' I say 

She snnles at me and says nothmg, and even as I say it I know it won't be 

true She will elude me, she and this island will shp sideways m time and 

I'll never find them agam, except perhaps m a dream 

She wades mto the water with me, deep enough to wet the bottom of her hair, 

and takes my face m both her hands and kisses me on the mouth Then she 

turns away and I watch her walk back across the sand and up over the 

rocks I begm to row, usmg her body as a marker 

I always will (103) 

Her body is a remmder to Jordan-it represents another angle of self-representation-that 

he cannot function creatively mside the traditional parameters of the hero's quest He leaves 

her, and with his newly-discovered knowledge he returns home to the Dog-Woman He 

returns as, of all thmgs, a hero, brmgmg the first pmeapple to the shores of England 19 He 

is greeted by his mother, who has been awaillng h1m on the muddy banks of the Thames 

Dunng the mght, while Jordan 1s sleepmg, the Dog-Woman notices a small silver pendant 

l9 Wmterson entwmes histoncal fact with her fictlon at this pomt, as her reference to the Danckerts 
pamtmg, on p 113, illustrates This pamung, showmg John Rose (the Royal Gardener) presenung the first 
pmeapple brought to the country to Charles II, is dated 1668 
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around his neck "It was a tmy pair of shoes," she says, "dancmg shoes, their feet curved 

mwards as though standmg on up-toe" (109) When he awakes, Jordan tells his mother 

about his encounter with Fortunata "It was given to me by a woman who does not exist," 

he says, "It was a day hke this she descnbed, when she told me the story of Artemis and 

why she was m her service" (130-31) The Dog-Woman begs to hear the story, it bemg 

"only Just ltght," and so Jordan tells her "Fortunata's Story" (131), which is evidently 

Fortunata's advice to Jordan 

Wmterson's mnovauons on rewntten myths and fairy tales are further developed 

with "Fortunata's Story" Jordan calls this story "Fortunata's Story," but, as we discover, 

it is really about the Greek goddess Artemis Artemis' story is one of the "tncks of the 

light" through whl.ch Wmterson deconstructs the conventional patterns of myths and fairy 

tales Wmterson' s reference to the Florentme pamter Paolo Uccello (92), who is often 

credited as one of the first to develop the use of dimens10n m pamtmg (Murray 455), is a 

conunuauon of the concept of perspective that she begms with The Twelve Dancing 

Princesses "My own life is like thl.s [painung] , or, I should say, my own lives," Jordan 

says, "For the most part I can see only the most obv10us detail, the present, my present 

But someumes, by a tnck of the hght, I can see more than that" (92) 

"Fortunata' s Story" is more accurately the story of Artemis and her encounter with 

Onon, and it is a story that might have helped Jeanette m Oranges Accordmg to this story, 

Artemis disdained the traditional femmme pursU1ts of marnage and motherhood She 

preferred to hunt She begged a bow and some arrows from her father, and set off mto the 

wilderness Like many of Wmterson' s quest heroes, Artemis is a sohtary figure who 

prefers to hve alone 

Soon her fame spread and other women Jomed her, but Artemis didn't care 

for company She wanted to be alone In her solitude she discovered 

something very odd She had envied men their long-legged freedom to 

roam the world and return full of glory to wives who only waited She knew 

about the heroes and the home-makers, the great division that made hfe 

possible Without reJecting it she had simply hoped to take on the freedoms 

of the other side, but what if she travelled the world and the seven seas hke a 

hero? Would she find something different or the old things in different 

disguises? (131) 
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The trad1ttonal opt10ns of femmme behaviour hold no appeal for Artemis, and so, hke 

Fortunata, Artemis reorganizes the pattern of trad1t1on to smt herself Artemis, a strong and 

powerful woman, envies the freedom of these mythological heroes, and decides that this 

freedom should not be a masculme pnv1ledge But freedom to travel 1s not the essenttal 

pomt, as she attempts to explam to Onan "The Journey itself [1s] not enough" she tells hIITI 

(132) Unfortunately, the s1gmftcance of her words 1s lost on him Instead, Onan decides 

to take Artemis, whether she wants him or not He rapes her, and her revenge 1s short and 

to the pomt "She killed him with a scorpion" (132), and m this actton Artemis completely 

changes her hfe But 1t 1s not the part we might expect It 1s her past, not her future 

"Fortunata' s Story" gives us another perspecttve on the story of Arterrus and 

Onan 20 It also gives Jordan another perspectne on Fortunata's desire to be alone 

Wmterson arttculates the quest of each figure-Jordan, the Dog-Woman, Fortunata, 

Artemis-as necessanly sohtary acts of md1viduatton In addit10n, "Fortunata' s Story" 

provides the impetus the Dog-Woman and Jordan need to escape from therr own story, and 

so they move beyond the parameters of the conventtonal narrattve plot of the novel Their 

characters are rrrevocably altered m Wmterson's narrattve ttme and space With one 

gesture, the Dog-Woman claims respons1b1hty for the Great Fire of London With one 

gesture, Jordan comes face to face with the "self' he has been pursumg throughout the 

novel And, with one gesture, Wmterson mtertwmes the hves of these two characters with 

two characters from twentteth-century England, characters who have also been 

sleepwalk.mg through the events of their hves 

The controversy Jordan expenences m his quest for 1denttty is mformed by 

Wmterson's contmual references to the construction of gender and 1dent1ty This is most 

apparent when the characters of Fortunata and her sisters are mtroduced The mterpretlve 

framework Jordan uses to dehneate his quest amb1ttons functJ.ons as a h1erarch1cal narrative 

that estabhshes the hero as someone who uses the women m his hfe as mere 

accoutrements He has httle knowledge of the power structures that subJugate women 's 

subJect1v1ty, and what he learns through his expenences exposes the ambitions of his quest 

as specifically patnarchal ones that can only succeed through the obJectJ.ficat10n of women 

Thus, Wmterson uses gender as the tool through which she deconstructs, then 

subsequently reconstructs, a hero's quest that is not predicated on a trad1ttonal sexual 

hierarchy 

20 Edith Hanulton, m Mythology Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes, states that the Artenus of Greek 
legend was "Lady of Wild Tbmgs, Huntsman-m-cluef to the gods, an odd office for a woman" (31) On the 
subJect of Artenus and Onon, she speculates that Artenus nught have lolled Onon m several ways m 
'jealous anger," perhaps, or perhaps by accident, but "m the end the goddess lolled bun" (297) 
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Jud1th Butler, m Gender Trouble, draws an mterestmg parallel between the 

construct:lon of gender and the sex.mg of the body that seems to be echoed by Wmterson' s 

explorat:lon of these issues "Bodies cannot be said to have a sigrufiable existence pnor to 

the mark of th err gender, the quest:lon then emerges To what extent does the body come 

mto bemg m and through the mark(s) of gender? How do we reconceive the body no 

longer as a passive medmm or mstrument" (8) In Sexing the Cherry, Wmterson uses the 

characters of the Dog-Woman, Jordan, and Fortunata m part:lcular as deconstruct:lve 

mstruments that expose the hmitmg bmanes of traditional masculine and femmme 

subJect:lvity The Dog-Woman is representat:lve of a woman who, because her body does 

not fit mto a socially acceptable female form, has reJected traditional notions of femlillruty 

for her own particular defirut:lon of subJect:lvity Jordan begms as an extremely "passive 

medmm" and is taught to develop his own "rewntten" version of a quest-one that is not 

predicated on an idealized muse or on an essentially heroic nature Fortunata, as Wmterson 

reflgures her, is of a different gender altogether She is a space of possibility that teaches 

Jordan to defy the parameters of his convent:lonal assuptlons regardmg heroes and women 

Seen together, these three characters represent Wmterson's tnruty of gender one female, 

one male, and one who, hke the newly-sexed cherry, has neither parent nor seed 



Conclusion 
The fruits of her labours 

I cannot overemphasize the 
rmportance of an outside toilet when 
there is no room of one's own It was 
on the lavatory that I first read Freud 
and D H Lawrence and perhaps, 
after all, it ~ as the right place 
-Jeanette Wmterson21 
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In Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit, Wmterson exposes how the specificity of 

Jeanette's lesbian expenence is treated as a 'bad copy' by her commuruty and family She 

uses the trad1t10nal parameters of the quest motif, as Jeanette develops them, to call mto 

question the claims of heterosexual pnonty, thus cntiqumg the polltlcal and cultural forces 

that transform deviat10ns from the heterosexual norm mto deviant sexuaht1es In Sextng the 

Cherry, Wmterson questions the masculme pnonty of the tradit10nal male quest hero She 

mtroduces the dimension of gender mto the quest, and strategically places her pnrnary 

quest hero m the gmse of a man Through the characters of Fortunata and Artemis, 

Wmterson questions the gender exclus10ns apparent m tradit10nal quest stones Through 

the perspective of the Dog-Woman's narrative, we see what it means to be scorned as an 

ugly, fat, and 1mpossibly large woman Wmterson's characters demonstrate how stlflmg 

societal conventions can be on the mdtvidual who deviates from the norm She develops a 

new methodology for the literary quest, one that 1s not predicated solely on the sexual 

attnbutes of the mdividual, although it is greatly biased m favour of the femirune 

In Wmterson' s femmizatlon of the quest, the characters of Sexzng the Cherry are 

given platforms from which to expound alternate modes of gender behav10ur and 

subJectlvity At runes 1t appears as though she is argumg for a complete reassessment of 

21 "A Pass10n for Words" p 10 
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traditJ.onal notJ.ons of gender and sexuahty, whtle at the same tune upholdmg an equally 

tradiuonal bellef m an essenual femmme and masculme mentallty The quest, m 

Wmterson's novels, reveals how cultural stereotypes of men and women can trap 

mdividuals m a specific manner-through hero worship or through obJectJ.fication of a 

lover These obstacles are not located m any parucular ume or place, but, as she stresses, 

are locallzed m the cultural discourses, and also m the mmds of her characters Her 

femiruzed quest strategies posit actJ.ve heroes who learn to reassess the1r situatJ.on as they 

want it to be, and not "the way it's supposed to be " 

Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit stands as a parent plant from which Sexing the 

Cherry grew It can be seen as the seed of Wmterson' s quest exploratlons Wmterson takes 

the quest motif, and, hke Jordan, she grafts what she considers to be the best aspects of it 

onto a conceptlon all her own, and the result is a hybnd of humour, femirust wit, and 

Wmtersoruan dogma What is perhaps most notable m the considerauon of these two 

novels is that her reassessment of the quest motlf raises questJ.ons about the traditional 

quest hero and the parameters of the tradit10nal quest In both Oranges Are Not The Only 

Fruit and Sexing the Cherry, Wmterson's characters-Jeanette, Jordan, Fortunata, the 

Dog-Woman-are on what could be seen as convent10nal quests for identlty, m that they 

move through the1r narratJ.ves seekmg knowledge and wisdom Jordan retains the most 

obv10us tles to the quest hero m this sense But, if we compare the alterat10ns Wmterson 

has made to the parameters of the tradillonal quest, the relat10nship between the tradiuonal 

quest hero and cultural sanctJ.on becomes quite apparent TraditJ.onal quest heroes, m 

Campbell's analysis, are men They are strong, powerful, avengmg figures who work 

tJ.relessly (most of the tJ.me) to achieve the1r goal-whether it be a vision of the Grail, 

ktlllng the dragon, or rescumg a princess The tradlt10nal quest hero is either of royal 

lmeage, or marries mto it He is also heterosexual In contrast, Wmterson's quest heroes 

are a motley assortment of figures-lesbians, religious fundamentalists, giants, men 

dressed as women, farry tale women, women who resemble dned animal hides, 

mythological women-who are not destJ.ned for greatness m the conventlonal sense 

Wmterson punctuates her novels with the strength and vibrance of these characters, but she 

also emphasizes the msigmficant places m therr society accords them because of therr 

margmallty She raises the issue that the tradluonal quest hero carnes the approval or 

support of his commuruty (thmk of the Grail krughts or St George) Wmterson ' s quest 

heroes stand on the margms of therr commurutJ.es, and are frequently what we might 

consider to be outcasts of therr societJ.es The standards by which the tradit10nal hero is 

Judged are shown to be, m Wmterson 's fict10n, mextncably linked with cultural sanctJ.on 
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That this sanct10n is only granted through adherence to culturally approved standards is a 

strong element m both Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit and Sexing the Cherry In Oranges 

Are Not The Only Fruit, the form of the quest, as we recogmze 1t, founders somewhat as 

Jeanette is demed a place rn her commumty because of her rebelhous behav10ur In Sexing 

the Cherry, Jordan struggles with the myth of the hero What both novels affirm, however, 

is the fact that the questrng character must learn to ignore the pull of social demands and 

hght out on thetr own, definrng the parameters of the Journey for themselves It is tlus, 

perhaps, that makes Jeanette Wmterson such a good story-teller She subverts the 

heterosexist conventions of the quest and encourages her characters to develop thetr own 

potential and to ignore the dictates of therr culture, which she exposes as cnpplmg and 

parochial ideologies, but she never loses her humour She has, m these two novels, made a 

space m wh.tch the margmal characters of her fictional societies can express therr 

id10syncrat1c notions, and, as such, her novels stand as lummous hterary signposts for 

femimst wnters who want to wnte beyond trad1t10nal endrngs 
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