
The Cactus and the Crown
By Jeannette Winterson

The Cactus and the Crown is a novel by Jeannette Winterson that explores
the lives of Hildegard of Bingen and Eleanor of Aquitaine. The novel is a
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blend of history and fiction, and it offers a unique perspective on the Middle
Ages.
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Hildegard of Bingen was a Benedictine abbess, writer, composer,
philosopher, mystic, visionary, and polymath. She was born in 1098 in
Bermersheim, Germany, and she died in 1179 in Rupertsberg, Germany.

Eleanor of Aquitaine was the Queen of France from 1137 to 1152 and the
Queen of England from 1154 to 1189. She was born in 1122 in Bordeaux,
France, and she died in 1204 in Fontevraud Abbey, France.

The Cactus and the Crown tells the stories of these two remarkable women
in alternating chapters. The novel begins with Hildegard's childhood in
Germany. She is a precocious child, and she is often bullied by her peers.
However, she finds solace in her faith and in her love of learning.

Eleanor's story begins with her marriage to King Louis VII of France. She is
a beautiful and intelligent woman, and she quickly becomes one of the
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most powerful women in Europe. However, her marriage to Louis is not a
happy one, and she eventually divorces him.

After her divorce from Louis, Eleanor marries King Henry II of England. She
is a strong and independent woman, and she plays a major role in Henry's
reign. She is also a patron of the arts, and she helps to establish the court
of Henry II as a center of learning and culture.

The Cactus and the Crown is a fascinating novel that offers a unique
perspective on the Middle Ages. Winterson's writing is lyrical and evocative,
and she brings the characters of Hildegard of Bingen and Eleanor of
Aquitaine to life. The novel is a must-read for anyone who is interested in
history, literature, or women's studies.

Themes

The Cactus and the Crown explores a number of themes, including:

The power of women

The importance of education

The role of religion in society

The nature of love

The novel is a celebration of the strength and resilience of women.
Hildegard of Bingen and Eleanor of Aquitaine were both remarkable women
who lived in a time when women were often marginalized. They were both
able to overcome the challenges they faced and make a significant impact
on the world.



The novel also emphasizes the importance of education. Hildegard of
Bingen was a scholar and a writer, and she made significant contributions
to the fields of medicine, science, and theology. Eleanor of Aquitaine was a
patron of the arts, and she helped to establish the court of Henry II as a
center of learning and culture.

The role of religion in society is another important theme in the novel.
Hildegard of Bingen was a devout Christian, and her faith played a major
role in her life. She believed that God had called her to be a healer and a
teacher, and she used her gifts to help others.

The nature of love is another important theme in the novel. Hildegard of
Bingen never married, but she had a number of close relationships with
women. Eleanor of Aquitaine was married twice, but she never found true
happiness in marriage. The novel explores the different ways that people
experience love, and it questions the traditional definition of love.

Critical Reception

The Cactus and the Crown has received critical acclaim. The novel was
shortlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction in 2007, and it was named one
of the best books of the year by The New York Times, The Guardian, and
The Independent.

Critics have praised Winterson's writing for its beauty and its power. They
have also praised the novel's historical accuracy and its insights into the
human condition.

The Cactus and the Crown is a must-read for anyone who is interested in
history, literature, or women's studies. The novel is a celebration of the



strength and resilience of women, and it offers a unique perspective on the
Middle Ages.
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