
Like Sustenance for the Masses: Genre Resistance , 
Cultural Identity, and the Achievement of 

Like Water for Chocolate 

Ellen Puccinelli 
Oak Grove , Louisiana 

With that meal it seemed they had discovered a new system of 

communication . . .  

Lau ra Esqu ivel 's  1 989 Mexican novel Like Water for Chaco/ate, 
neither translated i nto Eng l ish  nor pub l ished in the Un ited States unt i l  
1 992, was both an American bestsel ler  and the bas is for an acclaimed 
motion p ictu re .  I nterest ing ly, though ,  Esqu ivel 's  work also seems to be 
receivi ng g l immers of the type of crit ical attent ion general ly reserved for 
less "popu lar" works. Two particular critical studies composed i n  Engl ish , 
one by Kathleen G lenn and the other  by Cecel ia Lawless , have been 
devoted ent i rely to Chaco/ate, and both of the scholar/authors g race the 
facu lt ies of  reputable American i nstitut ions of h igher  learn ing . 1 As a 
student whose academic experience has been replete with e l itist attitudes 
and expressions of d isdain for anyth ing that smacks of an appeal to the 
masses , I was i ntr igued by Chaco/ate for this very reason ;  in a world 
where scholarly boundaries seem unalterab ly fixed , a work that appears 
capable of c ross ing  these r ig id l i nes is ,  in my op in ion ,  both rare and 
ad m i rab ly refresh i n g .  In my stud ies ,  I have often hoped fo r m o re 
communicat ion between "popu lar" and "scholarly" l iterature ;  Esq u ivel 's  
novel p rovides not  on ly opportun it ies for  th is dialogue but for other  c ross-
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genre d iscussions as wel l .  
S ign ificant ly, both G lenn and  Lawless remark on Chocolate 's mult i 

g e n e r i c  c h a racte r. Lawless  opens  h e r  study with the fo l l owi ng  
observation :  

Lau ra Esqu ivel has  written an unclassif iable 
work, which s imu ltaneously b reaks and br ings together 
boundaries of gen re so as to concoct something new in  
Mexican l iterature .  Como agua para Chocolate . . .  is a 
mixtu re of recipe book, how-to household book, socio
p o l i t i ca l  and h i st o r i ca l  doc u m e nt of t he  Mex ican  

revo lut ion ,  psychological study o f  male/female as  wel l  
as  mother/daughter re lat ions, an  exploration into goth ic 
rea lms,  and u lti mately, an extremely readable nove l . 2 

She late r points out that ,  " I n  Mexican bookstores Chocolate 
appears on the shelves with bestsel lers and in the area des ignated for 
cookbooks . "3 Glenn, too , identif ies "mu lt ip le i nstances of ru lebreaking 
and border-crossi ng , "  stat ing that ,  i n  the novel ,  "Generic d iv is ions a re 
undone,  as cookbook and romance, the cu l inary and the erotic ,  ming le ,  "4 
but she goes a step further, noti ng the scholarly/popular d ichotomy and 
terming Esqu ivel 's work a "hybrid novel "  because it inc ludes traits usual ly 
associated with both "best se l lers and objects of academic study. "5 

The novel 's barrier-crossing nature ,  however, does not extend 
to its cu l tura l  bou ndaries. Whi le Esquivel 's work is decidedly mu lt i 
generic ,  it i s  also a p roduct of i ts author's Mexican culture ,  which in  tu rn 
is part of the larger body of Latin American l ite rature ;  sti l l  more specifical ly, 
Chocolate belongs to the segment of th is l iteratu re composed by women .  
I n  add it ion to  examin ing the  ways i n  which Esqu ivel defies def i n it ions 
and ru les,  then, it is important to look at the ways in  which she f i ts i nto 
the l ite ra ry trad it ion in  which she f inds her or ig ins .  

"Women have, "  accord ing to Amy Kaminski ,  " . . .  been writ i ng 
s ince the earl iest days of co lon izat ion" in  Lat in American countr ies; but ,  
Kaminski  a lso states , " the sto ry . . .  of  Lat in American l ite ratu re does not 
ment ion the names of the prominent female authors in  the i r  h istory. "6 
Maureen E. Shea, too, bel ieves that ,  "Whether o ra l  or written ,  the voices 
of women in  Lat in America have general ly been ignored , misrepresented , 
ridiculed , or s i lenced by the male-oriented institutions contro l l ing society; ' '7 
she states , however, that, "Latin  American l iteratu re, s ince independence 
in the early 1 800s, has been ,  with some except ions,  an instrument for 
expos ing i nj ustice suffered by certain segments of the populat ion and 
fo r p rovoking much needed change. "B Shea's words suggest that Lat in  
American women ,  themselves oppressed , might tend to write about the ir  
own unj ust t reatment i n  an effort to stimu late change;  Esquivel 's work 
indeed contains elements of this idea. 

Gerald Martin treats another aspect of Lat in American l iterature ,  
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which he cal l s  "the myth " ;  Mart in  says th is is "the cont inent 's own 
dominant self-i nterp retation " :  

The myth ,  Romant ic i n  or ig i n ,  S u rrea l ist i n  focus ,  
rebe l l i ous  i n  o r ientat ion ,  i s  i n  essence about  the  
re lat ionsh ip  of the New World to  the  O ld .  I t  te l ls of 
d iscovery and conquest . . . .  and of desperate st ruggles 
. . .  to resist, rebel ,  and l iberate . . . .  And it shows how 
the people's d reams, utopias and occasional triumphs 
become internal ized through folk memory and through 
art which , sometimes at least, can make itself the written 
record of that memory, and thus un ite past, present and 
future at the level of representation .9  

Mart in  appl ies h is  concept, which he says is the "writers '  co l lective 
interpretation of what Latin American h isto ry has been about , "  stat ing 
that, 

Each writer . . .  can see the myth as the i r  own ind ividual 
jou rney through the labyrinth of l ife (consciousness, 
knowledge, memory, moral ity) , h istory or fiction itself . . .  
. . .  Each novel ,  each fictional construct, is itself a journey 
through the labyrinth . 

The quest for identity, then, has been the central 
problematic of Lat in American cu ltu re and the central 
theme of Lat in American l ite ratu re . . . . 1 0 

Again ,  e lements of Martin 's "myth "  are evident in Chocolate, offer ing 
another way i n  which Esqu ivel 's novel is a part of i ts Lat in American 
cu lture. 

Rosemary Geisdorfer Feal ,  who has stud ied the way in  which 
women authors fit into the Lat in American t rad ition , offers a suggestion 
that may be app l ied  to Chocolate. She be l ieves that " i f anyth i ng  
characterizes 'femin ine'  narrative , i t  is t he  lack of homogeneity; i n  its 
p lace is the radical assertion of i ndividual ity, the refusal to belong to a 
category";  the l iteratu re of Lat in American women writers ,  states Feal ,  
" is often forged in isolation and in  rebe l l ion . " l l  Feal 's statement suggests 
a bridge between Esqu ivel 's non-categorizable writ ing and her neat n iche 
with in the trad ition of Lat in American women write rs . Esqu ivel 's  un ique 
ach ievement, wh ich may be examined in  terms of  its structure ,  its themes 
and characterizat ions, its use of the addit ional ly culture- l i nked device of 
magical rea l ism,  and its language, emerges as a work that won't be 
p igeonholed, the strong statement of a suppressed yet powerful  voice in 
a d isti nctive culture .  

I have al ready add ressed Chocolate 's genre-bend ing natu re . 
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The physical structu re of the novel is one featu re of the work that supports 
th is  idea; Chocolate bears the subtit le "A Novel i n  Monthly I nstal l ments 
with Recipes, Romances and Home Remedies , "  and i ndeed it contains 
al l  of the above elements .  G lenn summarizes the book's basic layout: 
"The t it le page for each of the twelve divisions of the book g ives the 
chapter number, a month of the year, and the name of a rec ipe . " 1 2  Th is  
observation ,  more perceptive than it appears ,  immediately demonstrates 
the b lended-genre qual ity of Esquivel 's work; Chocolate is  at once a 
nove l ,  o rgan ized by chapters ; an almanac,  d ivided by months; and a 
cookbook, composed of recipes. 

The material with i n  each sect ion of the nove l ,  however, seems 
even more amalgamated and remarkable.  The book's fi rst segment,  for 
examp le ,  beg ins ,  as do the fo l lowing  e leven port ions ,  with a l ist of 
i ng redients ( in th is case, for "Christmas Rol ls") and the term "Preparat ion:  
. . .  " above the fi rst words of the text. 1 3 As expected from these cookbook
l i ke i nt rod ucto ry e lements , the tone of the narrat ion is often impersonal 
and d idactic, with the detached speaker offering rud imentary instruct ions:  

I t  is  best to use homemade ro l ls .  Hard ro l ls  can eas i ly 
be obta ined from a bakery, but they should be smal l ;  
t h e  larger  ones are unsu ited fo r th is recipe. After f i l l i ng  
the rol ls ,  bake for  ten  minutes and serve hot. For  best 
resu lts , leave the ro l ls  out overn ight, wrapped in a c loth ,  
so that the g rease f rom the sausage soaks i nto the 
b read . 1 4 

On either s ide of parag raphs such as th is ,  though ,  are personal 
b i ts of autobiography from the f i rstperson narrator ( "Mama used to say . 
. . I was especial ly sensitive to onions, l ike my g reat-aunt, Tita" 1 S) , portions 
of Tita's ch rono log ical ly-to ld  tale offe red in the d istant vo ice of the 
storyte l le r  ( "F rom that day on, Tita's domain was the kitchen,  where she 
g rew v igorous and healthy on a d iet of teas and thin corn g ruels" 1 6) , and 
d ia logue among the "p layers"  i n  Tita's story (Tita's domineer ing mother  
to Tita: " 'Baste it and sew it again and then come and show it to me.  And 
remember that the lazy man and the stingy man end up walki ng the i r  
road twice"' 1 7) . There is no separation o f  narrator and  the  subjects of 
the narration ;  all a part of the same extended blood l ine ,  Tita's fami ly, 
and consequently the narrator's fami ly, both l ive and impart the main 
sto ry conta ined in Chocolate. Li kewise,  there is no d isassociat ion 
between cookbook and novel ;  they are both s imultaneous and elaborately 
i nterwoven .  Anecdotes and household h i nts are offered in the same 
f igurative b reath ,  and this b reath animates both the storytel ler  and the 
cook. 

Lawless pOints out that the serial ized format,  th is "presentat ion" 
of the work "as month ly i nsta l lments , "  is  "a popular strategy for entic ing  
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the reader, often used i n  Mexican photonovelas and the avidly consumed 
l ib ros semanales . " 1 8 G lenn concurs with this l inking of the novel 's form 
to "popu la r" f ict i on  by not i ng  that the "overp lott ing  and abuse of 
coincidence that are found in popular fict ion are . . .  g rist for Esquivel 's 
m i l l " ; 1 9 in fact , "overp lott ing "  seems an u nderstatement when one 
considers scenes such as the fo l lowing 

She hadn't anticipated Ped ro gett ing captu red by the 
federales and summar i ly detained f rom gett ing  the 
doctor, or Mama Elena and Chencha being unable to 
return because of shooting breaking out in  the vi l lage 
that forced them to take refuge with the Lobos; so it 
tu rned out she was the only one p resent at the b irth of 
her  nephew. She!  She alone !20 

This convoluted interweaving of tales is a characteristic of Gothic 
f iction ,  as Lawless observes , as is the stifl i ng  and untamed sett ing and 
the presence of the hero ine ,  her lover, and their tyrannical antagonist ;21 
Chocolate's possession of these elements further l inks it with the pop 
fict ion of the Lat in  American masses. Glenn notes that many n ineteenth
centu ry women's magazines in particular "featured serial ized novels,  
poetry, recipes , and home remedies . "22 In this way, Chocolate is al igned 
not on ly with its pop cousins but with "women's" l iterature,  as wel l :  " Como 
agua calls attention to activities customarily considered feminine: the 
read ing of women's magazines , the g iving and preparing of recipes, and 
the sharing of remedies and household h ints."23 So Chocolate, with its 
intrigu ing i nternal blend of types, offers an outward mingl ing as wel l ;  
e lements o f  popular, Gothic, and  women's fiction combine with Esquivel 's 
ski l lful use of language and thematic elements to produce a work capable 
of cross ing audiencespecific boundaries. 

Glenn's l inking of the novel with femin ine traits suggests a 
mu ltitude of other possible relationships, one of which relates particularly 
to Chocolate's structure .  Amy Kaminski 's study of femin ist theory and 
its relationsh ip  to Lat in  American l iteratu re treats the work of E lena Garro 
and the way in which time in Garro's fiction is portrayed; Kaminski says 
that the c i rcular nature of time in Garro's work is l i nked to "the female 
subject and to the bodi ly apprehension of time as cycl ical ,  H and that this 
is also a featu re of Latin American fiction in  general .24 A c ircular work, 
according to Kaminski , is one that "ends where it begins,· and this concept 
seems appl icable to Esqu ivel's calendar-based cycle of l ife, death, and 
rebirth.  Kaminski refers to a "sense of completeness and impermeability" 
when d iscussing this phenomenon: 

Though the narrative fol lows a certain chronology insofar 
as the u n�o ld ing  of the anecdote is concerned, the 
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narrator frequently i nvokes other moments in time that 
are equally avai lable , though less or more remote from 
the assumed present from which it speaks .  These other 
t imes are evoked not to situate the moment of the 
anecdote within a greater h istorical chronology, but ,  on 
the contrary, to f latten out the d ifferences between 
"before" and "after. "25 

This cu lture- l inked idea of time figu res strongly in Esqu ive l 's work. 
Chocolate opens with Tita's greatniece speaking from a point at least 
two generations after Tita's own, and a number of years after Tita's death.  
The story then retu rns briefly to the months immediately preced ing Tita's 
birth and fol lows Tita from her auspicious entrance into the world to her 
death a number of years later. The novel's f inal  parag raph brings the 
work fu l l  c ircle, returning to the present-time narrator and the narrator's 
remin iscences about her own mother; as the novel closes, the narrator 
prepares to make the same Christmas ro l ls that were offered us in  the 
f i rst chapter, remarking that, "My mama prepared them for me every 
year. "26 The cycle, now complete, wi l l  be eternal , the narrator says: 
"Tita, my great aunt, . . .  wi l l  go on l iving as long as there is someone 
who cooks her recipes. "27 This l inking of generations lends further support 
to the idea that al l  time exists at once, and the arrangement of the death 
and rebirth ideas suggest the c i rcular concept that dominates Lat in 
American l iterature.  

G lenn observes that, "Recipes, l ike Proustian madeleines, serve 
to recuperate the past and thereby expand the time frame of the nove l ; "28 
th is idea seems to add to Kaminski 's more universal thoughts . We are 
told by Esquivel 's narrator that "smells have the power to evoke the 
past, bringing back sounds and even other smells that have no match in 
the present. "29 When Tita and Nacha prepare the f i l l ing for Rosau ra's 
wedding cake, they take out a previously-prepared container of preserves: 
"The moment Tita opened the jar, the smell of apricots transported her 
to the afternoon they made the marmalade. "3o After Tita's cris is ,  as she 
recovSrs at John's ranch, Chencha comes to br ing her ox-tai l  soup made 
from the recipe of Tita's beloved Nacha: 

With the fi rst s ip ,  Nacha appeared there at her side, 
stroking her hai r as she ate, as she had done when she 
was l ittle and was sick, kissing her forehead over and 
over. There were al l the times with Nacha, the chi ldhood 
games in the kitchen, the trips to the market, the sti l l 
warm tortil las, the colored apricot pits , the Christmas 
rol ls . . . .  31 

Thus, the past and the present are incontrovertibly connected, always 
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capable of existing i n  what traditional thought would term the other's 
realm. In Chaco/ate, the l i nk, and therefore the story, is the recipe. 

As much as Esquivel 's genre-blend ing tactics serve to cross 
aud ience l i nes,  though ,  the author's ach ievement is not universal ly 
iconoclastic ;  her use of themes and characters fix Chaco/ate f irmly in 
Esquivel 's own Latin American culture. 

Earl ier I referred to Gerald Martin's impression of the Latin 
American myth,  which he bel ieves appears in  the work of ind ividual Latin 
American authors .  We may remember that h is conception of the myth 
involves "discovery and conquest , "  "struggles , "  and the " resist, rebel ,  
and l iberate" sequence, with Martin stressing that the search for identity 
is inherent i n  these themes. I n  Chaco/ate, I see two ways in which this 
pattern reveals itself, the fi rst involving the kitchen as a kind of symbol ic 
space that must be conquered and the second deal ing with Tita's 
oppression,  exi le ,  and eventual l iberation. 

The kitchen in  Esqu ivel 's novel is what G lenn terms "gendered 
space."32 Lawless, too, views the kitchen as sign ificant to the novel and 
as a gender-specific location ,  but she provides the added d imension of 
the kitchen itself as a reg ion of exi le in that it is the domain of Tita and 
the household's I ndian servant women, Nacha, Chencha, and Luz: "The 
kitchen becomes a site for the p roduction of the d iscourse of the triply 
marginalized -- the I ndian, the servant, the woman. "33 What is important, 
though ,  is what ult imately happens to the kitchen and its occupants. 

Tita is born in the book's opening chapter " right there on the kitchen 
table amid the smel ls of s immering nood le soup, thyme, bay leaves, and 
c i lantro, steamed milk, garlic, and , of course, onion. "34 It is Nacha, ·who 
knew everything about cooking , "  who becomes completely responsible 
for Tita's nourishment; therefore, " . . .  Tita's domain was the kitchen,  
where she grew vigorous and healthy on a diet of  teas and thin com 
gruels . . . .  Her eating habits . . .  were attuned to the kitchen routine . 
. . . "35 It may seem, then, that Tita's conquest of the sign ificant territory 
in Esquivel 's novel is not an issue; however, Lawless' comments about 
the marginal ized nature of the kitchen's inhabitants become significant 
here .  A lthough Tita has immediately discovered the new world ,  so to 
speak, the novel is the story of her struggles to conquer, or master, it. 

For Tita, whi le the kitchen is in itial ly a place of refuge, it serves, 
too, as the kind of no-man's land that Lawless suggests. Tita is "forbidden 
to play with her sisters in her own world , "36 suggesting that the kitchen is 
a less than desi rable location;  she is simi larly relegated to the kitchen to 
prepare Rosaura and Pedro's wedding feast "as punishment. "37 When 
Nacha dies, it is Tita, the b lack sheep and most marginal member of the 
fami ly, who is named "to fill the vacant post in the kitchen."38 And when 
Tita arrives at John's house, she enco'unters another kitchen with another 
outsider ("Katy, a seventy-year-old North American woman") in charge.39 

Gradual ly, though ,  Tita turns the kitchen into more than a safe 
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haven ;  as Lawless observes, she "converts this trad itional ly restrictive 
and oppressed site for women into a l iberat ing,  creative space . . . .  "40 
Some of this has been h inted at s ince the novel 's f i rst page; we are to ld ,  
fo r  instance, early i n  the  work, that, "for Tita the joy of  l iving was wrapped 
up in the del ights of food."41 Yet Tita goes further, us ing the kitchen as a 
p lace for rebel l ion and resistance. She furtively nu rses her  nephew, 
Rosaura and Pedro's infant son , in the kitchen.42 She and Pedro use 
the room for their i l l icit meetings (see , for i nstance , the examples of 
Pedro's encounter with Tita moments after he becomes engaged to 
Rosaura43 and of Tita and Pedro's meeting over the g rind ing stone44) . 
She creates th ings i n  the kitchen that al low forbidden acts to take p lace; 
her preparation of quai l  i n  rose petal sauce,  for instance, a l lows for a 
sort of surreal lovemaking to occur between Tita and her sister's husband:  

It was as i f  a strange alchemical process had d issolved 
her enti re being in the rose petal sauce, in the tender 
f lesh of the quai ls ,  in the wine, in every one of the meal's 
aromas. That was the way she entered Pedro's body, 
hot, vol uptuous, perfumed ,  total ly sensuous .45 

I n  a s ign ificant scene, the kitchen becomes occupied ,  at Tita's request , 
by her  cigarette-smoking ,  wi ld and wayward sister, now a general i n  the 
revolutionary army, and Gertrudis '  womanizing sergeant .46 Working 
together  and fol lowing Tita's instructions, Gertrudis and Trevino, both 
p revious ly  i nept cooks , s i m u ltaneo us ly  p repare a t re m e n d o u s ly 
successful  batch of cream fritters and transform the kitchen from a refuge 
for society's outcasts into a ferti le place where anything is possib le .  

Lawless says that Chocolate "confers a h igher status and power 
to the traditionally devalued personal sphere of the kitchen , "  stat ing that, 
"A new terrain appears in  Chocolate . . . .  "47 This seems akin to the 
conquest of the new terrain of which Martin speaks , and it is in th is 
rea lm where Tita d iscovers her identity. 

Approached another way, though ,  Tita represents the 
oppressed port ion of Lat in  Ame rican society that Maureen Shea 
d iscusses and that I considered in  the early pages of  th is  study. Tita i s  
contro l led by the  cruel Mama Elena, whose dictatorial and  merc i less 
ways make Tita's l ife oppressive and miserable,  and by the archaic 
traditions of the society, relentless ly enforced by Mama Elena, which 
add the element of hopelessness to Tita's existence. Because she is 
the fami ly's youngest daughter, Tita's fate is sealed , as Mama Elena 
reminds her, " If he intends to ask for you r  hand, tel l  h im not to bother. 
He' l l  be wasting his time and mine too. You know perfectly wel l  that 
being the youngest daughter means you have to take care of me unt i l  
the day I d ie . "48 Mama Elena and this tradition are responsible fo r the 
fact that Tita cannot marry her beloved Pedro; when Pedro marries 
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Rosau ra, then ,  tradition,  i n  the form of her mother, is the real culprit 
against which Tita must rebel .  Her struggle occupies the enti re novel .  

Amy Kaminski ,  in  her d iscussion of the works of other Lat in 
American women writers , identifies a "conundrum of pol itical exi le" :  

Once the narrator has entered the contest, played, and 
lost, she must leave, for she has heard that unspeakable 
things happen to those who lose and remain .  Banished, 
she c i rcles the house and discovers its real shape . . . .  
On ly by leaving could she learn the shape of the house 

49 

Kaminski says that the "female exi le is empowered with extrahuman 
capacities" which involve "transcendence and regeneration . "so 

Chocolate fits neatly into Kaminski's conceptualization of the 
l iberated female exi le. When Tita f inal ly rebels against Mama Elena, 
she immediately leaves the ranch house, Mama Elena's domain ,  and 
reti res to the dovecote , where she returns to an embryonic state; when 
Dr. Brown arrives, he finds her "naked" and "curled up in a fetal position. "S1 
John takes her to h is own home, where she resides, refusing to speak. 
It  is only the p resence of the other "outcasts" (John's North American 
cook, the mysterious I ndian woman in  the garden who reminds Tita of 
Nacha, and f inal ly Chencha, with her heal ing pot of ox-tai l  soup) that 
restores Tita to health. Thus, Tita learns the truth about her l ife, Kaminski's 
"shape . "  She real izes that her l ife force is to be found in the very things 
her own society shuns; from this paint, then, Tita may go about the 
business of discovering and establ ishing her own identity. Only in her 
exi le is Tita l iberated . 

I n  the novel's in itial chapter, as the story of Tita's birth is 
related , we learn that Tita is " l iterally washed into this world on a g reat 
tide of tears that spi l led over the edge of the table and flooded across 
the kitchen floor"; after the water dries up, Nacha sweeps up the " residue": 
"enough salt to f i l l  a ten-pound sack. "S2 G lenn sees this scene as "a 
good example of Esqu ive l 's f launt i ng  of the i nveris imi l itude of her  
narrative, "  stat ing that this episode and  others l ike i t  "warn us that what 
fol lows cannot be accepted at face value."s3 I bel ieve, however, that 
Glenn misunderstands Esquivel 's use of what is a staple of the Mexican 
narrative; Esquivel uses the traditionally Latin American device of magical 
real ism to i l lustrate particular elements of the story, aspects which may 
be viewed as examples of the "extrahuman" capacities of Kaminski's 
female exi le. Ross Larson identifies magical realism as a portrayal of 
supernatu ral and fantastic events and elements "in a matter-of-fact way, 
combin ing real ity with fantasy for a representation of the world that is 
not uncanny but essentially true";S4 Larson suggests that this device 
may be "an author's means of communicating a deeply personal , even a 
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visionary experience of real ity, "55 and th is view seems appl icable to 
Chocolate. 

When Tita's birth yields the tremendous quantity of salt, enough 
to use for cooking "for a long t ime,"56 Esqu ivel foreshadows Tita's g reat 
contribution to the cul i nary arts and the way in which she wi l l  add f lavor 
to her own l ife and the l ives around her. Rosaura and Pedro's wedd ing  
cake, flavored with Tita's own tears ,  causes each member of  the  wedding 
party to become f iercely i 1 l57; th is effect demonstrates the power of 
sadness, j ust as Tita's mi racu lous abil ity to nurse her nephew58 suggests 
the power of love. Food takes on the abi l ity to heal and to act as an 
aphrodisiac.59 In these ways, Esquivel p resents real ity in her own way, 
us ing fantasy- l ike elements to emphasize and interpret the i ncidents i n  
the  novel to  which she  wishes to draw attention .  Chocolate, i n  add it ion 
to addressing the cultural myths of the Latin American society to which 
its author  belongs, places some rel iance on tradit ional ly Lat in American 
devices in  order to achieve its goals. 

Esquivel 's loyalty to the dominant ideas of her culture (Martin 's 
myth ,  and,  somewhat secondari ly, Kaminski's) is evident in  her nove l .  
Esqu ivel chooses not to  be bound by genre and by canonical defi nit ions 
of audience-specific gu idel ines, but she embraces the powerful material 
her own culture has to offer. Her un ique interpretations of these elements 
comprise a large portion of her  ach ievement. The i nventive use of 
language in Chocolate, however, is Esquivel 's own .  

Esquivel constructs a n  elaborate system o f  metaphors and word 
equations in  Chocolate. Food is the control l ing motif, and it is used as a 
point of comparison for Tita herself time and t ime again .  When Tita 
hears that Pedro wi l l  marry Rosaura, her cheeks turn " red as the apples 
beside her. "6o A g lance from Pedro makes her aware of " how dough 
feels when it is p lunged into boi l ing o i l . "61 Tita is "broken i n  both heart 
and i n  mind"  by Pedro's marriage to Rosaura, " l i ke the quai l "  whose 
neck she twists before cooking .62 When she is " lost and lonely, "  she 
feels that ,  "One I�st chile i n  walnut sauce left on the platter after a fancy 
d inner  couldn 't feel any worse than she d id ,  "63 and she relates to "the 
odd ,  detached way a lettuce should feel at being separated abruptly 
from another  lettuce with which it had g rown Up . "64 The novel 's tit le is 
explained when we are told that "Tita was l iterally ' l ike water for chocolate' 
- - she was on the verge of boi l ing over. "65 

Food is Tita herself, then, and l iterally the l ife-force in Chocolate. 
Tita's beloved nephew Roberto is born with a head "shaped l ike a cone 
of b rown sugar, "  and with in  minutes he is " [w]rapped up l ike a taco"66; 
he al lows Tita her one foray into motherhood, l iteral ly making her h is 
mother when she begins to produce mi lk to feed h im. Rosaura,  a major 
party to Tita's inabi l ity to create a l ife with the man she loves , is al ienated 
from the start because of her attitude toward food ; we learn that it is 
"Rosaura's picky eat ing" and her tendency to leave "her food untouched 
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on her plate" that p rovoked both the nurturing Nacha's dis l ike of Rosaura 
and the rift between the s isters.67 Final ly, Mama Elena, the cartoon-l ike 
vi l la in  who embodies the most strongly anti- l ife force in  Tita's world , 
l iteral ly perishes from starvat ion; u nable to receive nourishment, she 
i ngests a q uant ity of i pecac, "a very strong emetic that could cause 
death . "68 

S imi larly, Esquivel uses the metaphor of l ight and f i re to represent 
sexual ity and love , thus offeri ng a d ifferent route to her vital spark. A 
pr imary example of th is equation is offered in John's lecture to Tita on 
match-making .  John explains that phosphorus un ited with oxygen wi l l  
" bu rst i nto f lame ve ry rap id ly at an e levated temperatu re , "  and he 
demonstrates this phenomenon by mixing the two elements; when he 
does so, "an explosion occurred , bri l l iant, instantaneous, l ike a flash of 
l ightn ing . "69 He fol lows his presentation with the information that "within  
our  bodies each o f  us has the  elements needed to produce phosphorous"; 
he re lates a theory touted by h is g randmother, another of the novel 's 
wise I nd ian f igu res, that depicts the necessary oxygen as "the breath of 
the person you love" and the needed warmth as "any kind of food , music, 
caress, word , or  sound . . . .  "70 

Tita has epitomized this metaphor p rior to John's story. When 
Pedro and Rosaura announce their betrothal , she is gripped with "an icy 
fee l ing of g rief , "  a "terrible sensation of cold" that no amount of covering 
and wrapping can cure .71 On the other hand , when Tita and Pedro are 
near each other, there is a "spark" between them;72 Tita feels that the 
"heat that i nvaded her body" because of Pedro's g lance "was so real 
she was afraid she would start to bubble. "73 

When "[f]or the fi rst time in  thei r l ives , Tita and Pedro could 
make love freely, "  Pedro l ights "250 candles" in  a "now inappropriately 
named dark room."  As the couple consummate their l ifelong love, Pedro 
dies,  and with h im d ies the "possibi l ity of ever again l ight ing" Tita's " inner 
f i re " ;  immediately Tita begins to experience a "freezing chi l l . "  I n  an effort 
to warm herself, she begins to devour a box of candles, thus unit ing 
Esqu ivel 's two metaphoric sou rces of vital ity; as Tita remembers Ped ro,  
" the candle began to burn" and Tita joins her lover in  "the lost Eden-: 

At that moment the fiery bodies of Pedro and Tita began 
to th row off g lowing sparks . . .  The dark room was 
transformed into an erupting volcano. It cast stone and 
ash in  every d i rection .  When the stones reached high 
enough ,  they exploded into multicolored l ights. From 
mi les away, people i n  neighboring towns watched the 
spectacle, th inking it was fi reworks . . . .  74 

Thus, at Chocolate's end, Esquivel 's key i mages are united in a 
dramatic, vital f lou rish .  We are told that under the layers of ash that 
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blanket the former site of the ranch house "every kind of l ife f lou rished , 
making this land the most fertile in the region. "7S Food , lovemaking ,  and 
f i re are d rawn together in a cl imatic display of pageantry that is the l ife 
force of Esquivel's world .  

Glenn points out that " [t]he association of f i re and passion has 
b e e n  made so ofte n i n  l i te ratu re and  a rt as to h ave become 
commonplace" ;76 indeed this seems a reasonable observation. G lenn 
goes on ,  however, to maintain that "the passion felt by Tita and Pedro 
ign ites the bed on which they l ie,  and the ensuing conflagration reduces 
the ranch to ashes. Thei r love is, indeed , al l-consuming . "77 Here I must 
take exception to Glenn's analysis. A carefu l  study of the metaphors 
and the i r  function in Esquivel 's work shows that food , f i re ,  and love are 
not destructive but rather l ife-affirming and l ife-producing ,  in fact l ife itself . 
Esquivel 's use of cl iche must be examined alongside the use of her own 
unique equations; Chocolate's meaning is found here. 

Lawless points out that " [t]he only thing that remains of Tita 
after the f i re is a cookbook from which her great-niece reconstructs and 
narrates Tita's story. Again . . .  the written word resists destruction. "7s 
This brings up an interesting connection between food and love and 
language itself, prompting Lawless to remark that, " I n  Chocolate, terms 
such as 'cookbook, '  'gothic, 'feminine, '  'home' are redefined and remolded 
in  Esquivel 's (post)modern attempt to create a place from which her 
character Tita can speak. "79 Thus, th is study has come fu l l  c i rc le ,  
retuming to the idea of Esquivel's genre-defying and border-crossing 
novel of mass appeal . 

Like Water for Chocolate seems to be in conti nuous motion, 
appearing now as a popular novel replete with cliches and soap-opera 
characters , now as a manifesto of Lat in American thought offe r ing 
powerful messages of exi le and independence, now as a multi-faceted 
work of fiction deserving of critical attention. Esqu ivel surprises us with 
bursts of bri l l iance in  particular turns of phrase, reassures us with formula, 
and en l i ghtens us with combination . Chocolate is susta in ing  and 
nourish ing ,  food for thought, bread for the hungry, refreshment for the 
jaded: Esquivel is generous with a l l .  
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