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Jeanette Winterson
The Passion

Introduction:
A Leap
Beyond
Conventional
Storytelling

Few  novels  manage  to
blend  history,  fantasy,
and raw human emotion
with the seamless grace
of  Jeanette Winterson
The Passion.  Published
i n  1 9 8 7 ,  t h i s
extraordinary  work
catapulted  Winterson
into the literary spotlight,
e a r n i n g  h e r  t h e
p r e s t i g i o u s  J o h n
Llewellyn Rhys Prize. Set
against  the backdrop of

the Napoleonic Wars, the
novel is far more than a
historical romance. It is a
meditation on the nature
of  love,  the  tyranny  of
obsess ion ,  and  the
f rag i le  boundar ies
between  real ity  and
imagination.  Winterson
crafts a world where the
fantastical  feels  utterly
p l a u s i b l e  a n d  t h e
mundane shimmers with
a  strange,  haunting
beauty.  For  readers
encountering  Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
Passion  for  the  first
time,  the  experience  is
o f ten  desc r ibed  as
disorienting in  the most
exhilarating  sense—a



plunge  into  a  narrative
that refuses to obey the
ru les  o f  t rad i t iona l
fiction.

The Author
and Her
Vision

To  t ru ly  apprec iate
Jeanette  Winterson
The Passion, it helps to
understand  the  author
beh ind  i t .  Jeanet te
Winterson emerged as a
bold new voice in British
literature with her debut
novel,  Oranges  Are  Not
the Only  Fruit,  in  1985.
T h a t  s e m i -
autobiographical  work
e s t a b l i s h e d  h e r
reputation  for  lyrical
prose  and  unflinching
honesty. However, it was
T h e  P a s s i o n  t h a t
d e m o n s t r a t e d  h e r
willingness to take risks.
Winterson  is  known  for
blending  genres—mixing

magical  realism  with
historical  fiction,
p h i l o s o p h y  w i t h
romance.  In  Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
Passion,  she refuses to
distinguish  between  the
real  and  the  imagined,
suggesting  that  passion
itself is a force capable of
transforming  the  world
around us. This novel is a
testament  to  her  belief
that  stor ies  are  not
merely  entertainments
but are essential to how
we understand ourselves
and our desires.

Plot
Overview: A
Tale of Two
Hearts

Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion  unfolds
through  two  alternating
first-person  narratives.
The  first  belongs  to
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Henri,  a  French  soldier
who serves as Napoleon
Bonaparte’s  personal
cook. Henri is an ordinary
m a n  c a u g h t  u p  i n
e x t r a o r d i n a r y
circumstances,  and  his
story  is  one  of  loyalty,
displacement,  and  the
quiet endurance of love.
The  second  narrator  is
Villanelle,  a  Venetian
woman  with  webbed
feet—a mark of her city’s
watery,  myster ious
heritage.  Villanelle  is  a
gambler, a cross-dresser,
and a  woman who falls
deep ly  in  love  w i th
a n o t h e r  w o m a n ,  a
married lady she meets
at the casino. Their lives
intersect  in  ways  that
feel  inevitable,  as  if
d r i ven  by  t he  ve ry
passions  that  give  the
novel its name.

The Venice

Sequences

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
memorable  aspects  of
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Pass ion  i s  i t s
portrayal  of  Venice.
Winterson’s Venice is not
the tourist destination of
postcards and gondolas.
It is a city of labyrinthine
c a n a l s ,  s h a d o w y
intrigues,  and  a  pulse
that  beats  in  time  with
t h e  d e s i r e s  o f  i t s
inhabitants.  Villanelle
moves through this world
with  a  freedom  that  is
both  exhilarating  and
dangerous.  Her  webbed
feet allow her to navigate
the city’s waterways with
a n  a n i m a l  g r a c e ,
reinforcing  the  novel’s
recur r ing  theme  o f
b o d i e s  t h a t  d e f y
conventional  limits.  In
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion,  the  city
i t s e l f  b e c o m e s  a
character—a  l iv ing,



breathing  entity  that
shapes the fate of those
who enter its maze.

The Shadow of
Napoleon

Henri’s  sections  of  the
novel  are dominated by
the  figure  of  Napoleon.
For  Henri,  Napoleon  is
both  a  master  and  a
monster. He is a man of
immense  appetites,  yet
s t r a n g e l y  h o l l o w .
Winterson  uses  the
Emperor  to  explore  the
nature of  power and its
relationship  to  passion.
Napoleon  commands
armies,  but  he  cannot
command love or loyalty
in any meaningful sense.
H i s  obsess ion  w i th
conquest  mirrors  the
personal obsessions that
d r i v e  H e n r i  a n d
Villanelle.  Throughout
Jeanette  Winterson
The Passion, the grand
sweep of  history  serves

a s  a  b a c k d r o p  f o r
in t imate ,  persona l
d ramas .  The  nove l
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e
p a s s i o n s  o f
i n d i v i d u a l s — l o v e ,
jealousy,  longing—are
every bit as powerful as
t h e  a m b i t i o n s  o f
emperors.

Major
Themes in
The Passion

Love and
Obsession

At  its  heart,  Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
Passion  is  a  study  of
love  in  its  many  forms.
T h e r e  i s  H e n r i ’ s
unrequited  love  for
Villanelle,  a  devotion so
pure and patient that it
borders  on  the  saintly.
There  is  Vi l lanelle’s
passionate,  consuming
love  for  the  married
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woman—a  love  that  is
b o t h  e c s t a t i c  a n d
doomed. And there is the
toxic,  possessive  love
that  Napoleon  has  for
power  itself.  Winterson
does  not  romanticize
passion.  She  shows  its
destructive  side,  its
capacity to blind and to
wound.  Yet  she  also
shows  its  redemptive
potential.  In  Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
Pass ion ,  l o v e  i s  a
gamble ,  a  r i sk  that
requires  courage.  The
novel asks whether it  is
better to love and lose or
to never love at all—and
it  refuses to  provide an
easy answer.

Gender and
Identity

Gender  roles  are  fluid  in
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion.  Villanelle
dresses  as  a  man  to
move  freely  through

V e n i c e ,  a n d  s h e
navigates  the  city’s
gambling dens and back
alleys  with  a  confidence
traditionally reserved for
men. Henri, by contrast,
is gentle, nurturing, and
deeply in touch with his
emotions.  Winterson
challenges the reader to
question  what  it  means
to  be  mascu l i ne  o r
femin ine .  Th rough
Villanelle’s  androgyny
and  Henri’s  sensitivity,
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion  suggests
that  identity  is  not  fixed
but  is  something  we
perform,  choose,  and
reshape.  This  theme
resonates  powerfully
wi th  contemporary
discussions about gender
fluidity  and  self-
definition.

Storytelling and
Memory

Winterson  is  acutely



aware that she is telling
a story, and she does not
pretend  otherwise.  The
narrative  in  Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
P a s s i o n  i s  s e l f -
reflective,  with
c h a r a c t e r s
acknowledging the act of
storytelling  itself.  Henri
says at one point, "I am
telling you stories. Trust
me." This direct address
to the reader creates an
intimacy  that  is  both
c o m f o r t i n g  a n d
unsettling.  The  novel
raises  questions  about
reliability,  memory,  and
the way we construct our
identities  through  the
s t o r i e s  w e  t e l l .  I n
Jeanette  Winterson
The Passion, memory is
not  a  faithful  record  of
the  past  but  a  creative
act—a  blending  of  fact
and  desire  that  shapes
who we become.

Writing Style
and
Language

The  prose  of  Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
P a s s i o n  i s  o f t e n
described as poetic, and
f o r  g o o d  r e a s o n .
Winterson  writes  with  a
rhythm  and  a  precision
tha t  bo rde r  on  t he
musical.  Her  sentences
are  short,  punchy,  and
packed  with  meaning.
She  uses  repetition  for
effect,  creating
incantations  that  linger
in  the  reader’s  mind.
Passages from Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
Passion  are  frequently
quoted in literary circles,
particularly lines such as:
"The  heart  is  a  reliable
organ  but  i t  can  be
fooled."  This  aphoristic
quality gives the novel a
timeless feel, as if it were
a fable or a myth rather
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than  a  straightforward
work  of  fiction.  The
language  demands
attention.  It  rewards
slow, careful  reading.  In
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion ,  every
word  feels  chosen  with
care, and the cumulative
effect  is  one  of
breathtaking  beauty.

Critical
Reception
and Legacy

Upon  its  publication,
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion  was  met
with  widespread  critical
accla im.  Reviewers
praised its originality, its
linguistic daring,  and its
emotional  depth.  It  won
the John Llewellyn  Rhys
Prize,  and  it  quickly
became  a  cult  favorite
among  readers  who
craved  fiction  that  was
both  in te l lec tua l ly

stimulating  and  deeply
felt.  Over  the  decades,
Jeanette  Winterson
T h e  P a s s i o n  h a s
rema ined  i n  p r i n t ,
continuing  to  find  new
audiences.  It  is  often
studied  in  university
courses on contemporary
B r i t i sh  l i t e ra tu re ,
postmodern  fiction,  and
gender  studies.  The
novel’s  influence  can  be
seen in the work of later
w r i t e r s  w h o  b l e n d
historical  settings  with
magical realism—authors
like Sarah Waters, David
Mitchel l ,  and  Helen
O y e y e m i  h a v e  a l l
a c k n o w l e d g e d
Winterson’s impact.

Why The
Passion
Endures

W h a t  i s  i t  a b o u t
Jeanette  Winterson
T h e  P a s s i o n  t h a t



continues  to  captivate
readers more than three
decades  after  its  first
publication?  Part  of  the
answer lies in its refusal
to be categorized. It is a
w a r  n o v e l  w i t h o u t
battles,  a  love  story
without  a  conventional
happy ending, a fantasy
grounded  in  historical
fact.  It  offers  no  easy
resolutions and no moral
lessons.  Instead,  it  offers
an experience—a journey
into  the  hearts  of  two
unforgettable  characters
and  a  world  that  feels
b o t h  d i s t a n t  a n d
intimately  familiar.  In
Jeanette  Winterson
The Passion, Winterson
has created a work that
is, at its core, about the
very thing that makes us
human:  the  capacity  to
fee l  deep ly ,  to  r i sk
everything for love,  and
to keep telling our stories
even  when  the  ending
remains uncertain.

Reading The
Passion
Today

For  modern  readers,
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion  offers  a
refreshing  escape  from
the  convent ions  o f
mainstream  fiction.  Its
brevity—the novel is just
over  150  pages—belies
its complexity. It can be
read  in  a  single  sitting,
but its themes will linger
for  much  longer.  The
novel  invites  rereading.
Each  encounter  with
Jeanette  Winterson
The  Passion  reveals
new  layers  of  meaning,
n e w  c o n n e c t i o n s
between its  images and
motifs.  The  heart,  the
w e b b e d  f o o t ,  t h e
gambler ’s  d ice,  the
cook’s  kni fe—these
objects recur throughout
the  novel,  gathering
significance  with  each
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appearance.  Winterson
trusts  her  readers  to
make these connections,
to participate actively in
the creation of meaning.

Conclusion:
The Power of
Passion

Jeanette  Winterson
The Passion  is a novel
that defies summary. It is
at  once  a  h istor ica l
romance, a philosophical
m e d i t a t i o n ,  a n d  a
linguistic tour de force. It
asks  difficult  questions
about love, identity, and
the  stories  we  tell  to
make sense of our lives.
I t  a n s w e r s  t h o s e

ques t ions  no t  w i th
dogma but  with  poetry.
For  anyone  seeking  a
book  that  challenges,
moves,  and  transforms,
Jeanette  Winterson
The Passion remains an
essential  read.  It  is  a
reminder  that  literature,
at its best, has the power
t o  e x p a n d  o u r
understanding of what it
means  to  be  alive—and
to love. Whether you are
a  longtime  admirer  of
Winterson’s  work  or  a
newcomer curious about
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
distinctive  voices  in
modern fiction, Jeanette
W i n t e r s o n  T h e
Passion  will  leave  an
indelible  mark  on  your
imagination.


