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INTRODUCTION:
THE MAGIC OF
“LIKE WATER FOR
CHOCOLATE”

F e w  n o v e l s  h a v e
captured  the  hearts
and palates of readers
around the world quite
like  Like  Water  For
Chocolate. Written by
Mexican  author  Laura
Esquivel  and  first
published in 1989, this
b e l o v e d  w o r k  o f
m a g i c a l  r e a l i s m
t r a n s c e n d s  t h e
boundaries of a typical
love story. It is a tale of
passion,  family  duty,
and culinary art, where
every recipe carries an

emotional  weight  that
can  alter  the  lives  of
those who taste it. The
title  itself,  a  phrase
used in some Spanish-
speaking  countries  to
describe  a  state  of
b o i l i n g  a n g e r  o r
intense  passion  (like
w a t e r  r e a d y  f o r
chocolate),  perfectly
encapsulates  the  fiery
emotions  that  simmer
beneath the surface of
the  narrative.  This
article delves deep into
the  wor ld  o f  L ike
W a t e r  F o r
Chocolate,  exploring
its  plot,  i ts  unique
narrative style, its rich
cultural  context,  and
the  timeless  themes
t h a t  c o n t i n u e  t o
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resonate  with  readers
today. Whether you are
a  long-time  fan  or  a
newcomer  cur ious
about  this  l i terary
phenomenon,  join  us
as  we  unpack  the
l a y e r s  o f  t h i s
extraordinary novel.

THE PLOT: A
STORY OF
FORBIDDEN LOVE
AND CULINARY
MAGIC

S e t  a g a i n s t  t h e
b a c k d r o p  o f  t h e
Mexican  Revolution  at
the  turn  of  the  20th
century,  Like  Water
For  Chocolate  tells
the story of Tita de la
Garza,  the  youngest
d a u g h t e r  o f  t h e
fo rmidab le  Mama
Elena .  The  fami ly
tradition  dictates  that
the youngest daughter
must remain unmarried
to care for her mother
until  her  death.  This
cruel  custom  dashes

Tita’s hopes when her
t r u e  l o v e ,  P e d r o
Muzquiz,  asks  for  her
hand.  Mama  Elena
refuses,  suggesting
instead  that  Pedro
marry  Ti ta’s  o lder
sister, Rosaura, to stay
close  to  Tita.  Pedro
agrees,  setting  the
stage for a lifetime of
suppressed  passion
and  emotional  turmoil.
Tita,  however,  has  a
unique  outlet  for  her
feelings:  the  kitchen.
Raised  by  the  family
cook ,  Nacha,  T i ta
learns  to  channel  her
powerful emotions into
the food she prepares.
Each  dish  she  makes
becomes  infused  with
her innermost feelings.
When  she  cooks  with
sorrow,  her  guests
weep  uncontrollably.
When  she  cooks  with
passion,  the  entire
household  is  engulfed
in  a  wave  of  longing.
The novel is structured
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around  the  twelve
months  of  the  year,
with  each  chapter
beginning with a recipe
that  sets  the tone for
the  unfolding  events.
F rom  the  open ing
Christmas  rolls  that
br ing  tears  to  the
wedding  feast  that
ign i tes  fo rb idden
desire,  food  is  never
just sustenance in this
story;  it  is  a  potent,
magical force.

MAGICAL REALISM:
WHERE THE
EXTRAORDINARY
BECOMES
ORDINARY

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
celebrated  aspects  of
L i k e  W a t e r  F o r
Choco la te  i s  i t s
m a s t e r f u l  u s e  o f
magical  realism.  This
literary style, famously
associated  with  Latin
American  authors  like
G a b r i e l  G a r c í a
M á r q u e z ,  b l e n d s

fantastical  elements
seamless ly  in to  a
realistic  setting.  In
Esquivel’s  world,  the
supernatural  is  not
questioned; it is simply
accepted as part of life.

Emotions
Made
Tangible
The magic in the novel
is  primarily  expressed
through Tita’s cooking.
When  she  makes  the
wedding cake for Pedro
and Rosaura, her tears
of despair fall into the
batter.  The result  is a
cake  tha t  causes
everyone who eats it to
be  overcome  with  a
profound sense of loss
and  nausea.  Later,
when  she  prepares
quai l  in  rose  petal
sauce  us ing  roses
given to her by Pedro,
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the  d i sh  ac ts  as  a
powerful  aphrodisiac,
igniting  a  fiery  passion
in her  sister  Gertrudis
that  drives  her  to  flee
with  a  revolutionary
soldier.  These  events
are  presented  without
a hint of irony, making
the  mag ic  f ee l  as
natural as the rising of
the sun.

A World
Without
Wonder
W h a t  m a k e s  t h e
magical realism in Like
Water For Chocolate
so  effective  is  the  way
t h e  c h a r a c t e r s
themselves react. They
rarely express surprise
at  these extraordinary
occurrences.  The local
priest,  for  example,
d i s c u s s e s  t h e
aphrodisiac  effects  of

the  quail  dish  as  if  it
w e r e  a  p e r f e c t l y
ordinary  hazard  of
dining.  This  casual
acceptance  removes
the boundary between
t h e  r e a l  a n d  t h e
fantastic,  inviting  the
reader  to  suspend
disbelief  and  enter  a
world  where  emotions
are  so  powerful  they
can literally change the
physical  world  around
them.

KEY THEMES AND
SYMBOLISM

Beneath its enchanting
surface,  Like  Water
For Chocolate tackles
profound  themes  that
are  deeply  rooted  in
Mexican  culture  and
u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
experience.

Tradition
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vs.
Individual

Freedom
The  central  conflict  of
t h e  n o v e l  i s  t h e
oppressive  weight  of
family tradition. Mama
Elena embodies a rigid,
unforgiving attachment
to  societal  norms and
family duty. Her refusal
to let Tita marry Pedro
is  not  born  of  malice
alone,  but  from  an
u n q u e s t i o n i n g
a d h e r e n c e  t o  a
patriarchal  custom.
Tita’s entire journey is
a  s t r u g g l e  f o r
a u t o n o m y .  H e r
rebellion is quiet, often
expressed through her
cooking, but it  is  fierce
a n d  u l t i m a t e l y
transformative.  The
nove l  asks  a  v i ta l
question: How much of
our  own  happiness

must  we  sacrifice  for
the  expectations  of
others?

The
Language
of Food
Food  is  the  primary
language  o f  L ike
W a t e r  F o r
Chocolate.  For  Tita,
who  is  silenced  and
suppressed  by  her
mother,  the  kitchen
becomes  her  on ly
s p a c e  f o r  s e l f -
e x p r e s s i o n .  S h e
communicates her joy,
her  rage ,  and  her
d e e p e s t  d e s i r e s
through the dishes she
prepares.  The  recipes
that open each chapter
a r e  n o t  j u s t
instructions;  they  are
metaphors  for  l i fe,
love, and survival. This
cul inary  narrat ive
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elevates  the  act  of
c o o k i n g  f r o m  a
domestic  chore  to  a
f o r m  o f  a r t  a n d
e m o t i o n a l
communication.  The
novel  suggests  that
feeding someone is an
a c t  o f  p r o f o u n d
intimacy, and the food
we  share  carries  the
energy  of  the  person
who prepared it.

Passion
and
Repressio
n
T h e  p h r a s e  L i k e
Water For Chocolate
itself refers to the point
a t  wh i ch  wa te r  i s
boiling,  ready  to  mix
with  chocolate.  This
perfectly  describes
Tita’s internal  state:  a
constant,  simmering

boil  of  passion that  is
never  allowed  to  fully
erupt.  The  novel  is  a
s t u d y  i n  t h e
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
repress ion.  T i ta’s
suppressed  love  for
P e d r o  d o e s  n o t
disappear; it intensifies
and manifests through
her  cooking,  affecting
everyone in  her  orbit.
In  contrast,  her  sister
Gertrudis  represents
unbridled  passion  and
freedom,  abandoning
family  duty  to  follow
her desires. The novel
c e l e b r a t e s  t h i s
unleashed  passion
while  acknowledging
the  pain  that  comes
with denial.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND LEGACY

Since  its  publication,
L i k e  W a t e r  F o r
C h o c o l a t e  h a s
b e c o m e  a n
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
bestseller,  translated
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i n t o  d o z e n s  o f
l a n g u a g e s .  I t s
popular i ty  helped
introduce  millions  of
readers  to  Mexican
literature  and  cuisine.
In 1992, the novel was
adapted  into  a  highly
successful  film starring
Lumi  Cavazos  and
Marco Leonardi,  which
received  numerous
awards  and  became
the  highest-grossing
foreign  film  in  the
United  States  at  the
time.  The  film  brought
the magical realism of
the book to  vivid  life,
with stunning visuals of
t h e  d i s h e s  b e i n g
prepared,  fur ther
cementing  the  story’s
p l a c e  i n  p o p u l a r
culture.

Reviving

Interest
in
Mexican
Cuisine
The  novel  has  also
p layed  a  ro le  i n  a
b r o a d e r  c u l t u r a l
a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f
Mexican  cooking.  It
presents  Mexican
cuisine  not  just  as  a
collection  of  recipes,
but as a rich, symbolic
tradition  steeped  in
history  and  emotion.
Readers  around  the
world were inspired to
try  making  chiles  en
nogada, mole, and the
other dishes described
in the book. The novel
helped  elevate  home
cooking to an art form
and  i n t roduced  a
global audience to the
idea  that  food  carries
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the story of a culture.

A
Feminist
Narrative
Whi le  not  over t ly
political,  Like  Water
For  Chocolate  i s
widely interpreted as a
f e m i n i s t  t e x t .  I t
port rays  a  woman
finding  her  voice  and
p o w e r  w i t h i n  t h e
confines  of  a  deeply
patriarchal society. Tita
d o e s  n o t  w i e l d  a
w e a p o n  o r  m a k e
speeches;  she  rebels
with  a  spatula.  Her
journey  from  silent
obedience  to  defiant
selfhood is  a powerful
narrative  of  female
empowerment.  The
novel also critiques the
i n s t i t u t i o n  o f
m o t h e r h o o d  a s
represented  by  Mama

Elena,  who  is  both  a
product and enforcer of
oppressive traditions.

THE STRUCTURE
AND STYLE OF THE
NOVEL

Esquivel’s writing style
is  another  reason  for
the  novel’s  enduring
appeal.  The  structure
of  Like  Water  For
C h o c o l a t e  i s  a s
unique as  its  content.
E a c h  c h a p t e r
c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  a
month,  beginning with
a  traditional  Mexican
recipe.  The  prose  is
sensual and rich, full of
descr ip t ions  that
appeal  to  all  five
senses.  The  narrative
v o i c e  i s  w a r m ,
intimate,  and  often
humorous,  even  when
dealing  with  tragic
events.  The  effect  is
like being told a story
b y  a  b e l o v e d
grandmother while she
cooks  in  the  kitchen,



Like Water For Chocolate 9

9

passing  down  family
secrets  and  history
with  every  ingredient.

Recipes
as
Narrative
Devices
The  recipes  are  not
mere  appendages;
they are integral to the
story. They foreshadow
e v e n t s ,  r e v e a l
character  emotions,
and provide  a  rhythm
to  the  narrative.  The
reader  is  invited  to
follow  along  with  the
recipes,  creating  a
p a r t i c i p a t o r y
experience  that  few
novels  offer.  This
blending  of  cookbook
a n d  n o v e l  w a s
groundbreaking  when
the book was published
and remains one of its

m o s t  d i s t i n c t i v e
features.

CONCLUSION: A
FEAST FOR THE
SOUL

Nearly three and a half
decades  a f te r  i t s
release,  Like  Water
F o r  C h o c o l a t e
continues  to  enchant
new  generations  of
readers.  It  is  a  novel
that  appeals  to  the
senses, the heart, and
t h e  m i n d .  I t s
celebration  of  food,
passion, and resilience
i n  t h e  f a c e  o f
oppression  is  both
timeless and universal.
Laura  Esquivel  crafted
a story that is at once
deeply  Mexican  and
entirely  global  in  its
appeal.  The  magic  of
L i k e  W a t e r  F o r
Chocolate lies not just
i n  t he  enchan ted
dishes  Tita  prepares,
but  in  its  profound
understanding  of  the



10

10 Like Water For Chocolate 2023-04-29

human  condition.  It
reminds  us  that  the
m o s t  p o w e r f u l
expressions of love are
often  the  simplest:  a
meal  prepared  with
care, a tear shed over
a  cake,  a  rose  that

carries  a  message  of
undying  devotion.  If
y o u  h a v e  n o t  y e t
exper i enced  th i s
literary  feast,  prepare
to  be  moved,  hungry,
and forever changed.


