Eating the Nation:
Selling Like Water for Chocolate in the USA
by Harmony H. Wu

Refiguring Foundational Fictions

Latin America, Doris Somrer argues, has a long tradition of
re/witing the nation through its novels and novelists. Capital-
izing on the gaps left by historians, novelists essentially wote
or created the nation: “The witers were encouraged both by the
need to fill in a history that would increase the legitimcy of
the emerging nation and by the opportunity to direct that history
toward a future ideal.”? These nation-building novels or
“foundational fictions” overwhel mngly took the form of romances,
di spl acing the problens of forging a nation onto the successfu
coupling of two lovers fromdifferent races, classes or regions.?

In 20th century Mexico, film production has inherited the
role of re-witing the nation, particularly in the popul ar nel o-
dramas of the 1930s and 1940s that focus on the Mexican Revol u-
tion. These “revolutionary nel odramas,” as Deborah M stron nanes
them ® spoke to national concerns of whether or not the Revol u-
tion had sufficiently addressed the social needs of Mexico.*
Laura Podal sky seens to draw a connection between Doris Sonmer’s
argunment and the role of the revolutionary nelodramas when she
wites:

By repeating highly conventionalized stories which the
reader/spectator already knows, the texts continually
wor k t hrough ideol ogical conflicts which remain unre-
solved in the reader/spectator’s lives...revolutionary
mel odramas |i ke Flor Silvestre provided a fictional
space within which to work out the neaning of the Revo-
lution in light of contenporary circunstances.”’

Implicit in Podal sky’s anal ysis of the social role of these nelo-
dramas is the historically critical and revisionist function of
these filmc texts in the imagining of the Revol ution. Rat her
than witing a foundational fiction, these filns were re-creating
the actual historical foundational nonent of the Mexican Revol u-
tion itself. 1In so doing, the revolutionary nelodrama in essence
re-imagi nes the nodern nation

The classic revolutionary nelodrama Flor silvestre [WId-
flower] (1943), directed by Emlio “El Indio” Fernandez and pho-
t ographed by Gabriel Figueroa, is a filmvery much in the tradi-
tion of Sommer’s foundational fictions. The problens of the
Revolution and its resolution are played out in the filmas ro-
mance and famlial conflict, the two mainstays of nelodrama
José Luis is the son of a |andowner; Esperanza’'s family is anong
t he peasants who work for him They marry in secret, reconciling
in romance the class conflict at the heart of the Revol ution, but
José Luis’s father disapproves strongly when he learns of the
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marriage, representing in generational ternms the resistance of
the “old” Mexico toward the installation of the “new” Joining
the cause of the Revolution, José Luis must fight against all
that his father represents. But, when his father is killed as a
result of revolutionary activity, José Luis seeks to avenge his
death, a nove which, as Podal sky points out, glaces him at odds
with the national interests of the Revol ution. Thus José Luis’s
famlial dilemas reflect those of the enmerging nation in a state
of transition.

It is the generation to follow, Esperanza and José Luis’s
child, who wll inherit the great |egacy of the Revolution. This
is explicitly figured in the narrative frame with an aged Es-
peranza overl ooking the |ands which were the site of conflict in
her youth, but are now peaceful, with her grown son in mlitary
uni form at her side. She speaks poetically about the | ove of the
earth being the greatest and nost painful, and espouses that
every person nust have his/her piece of |and: “Eran nuy pocos
los que tenian tanta tierra. Qros, en canbio, no tenian nada”
[ They were few who had so nuch land. Ohers, on the other hand,
had nothing]. The issues of class and land reform are thus ex-
plicitly indexed as the concerns of the nelodrama to follow
And, she highlights the continuity of the past represented in the
narrative with the present of the frame (which was, of course,
the “present” for the contenporary audi ences). The blood spilled
in the past, she says, gave birth to the Mexico of today. Her
nmonol ogue gi ves purpose to the personal suffering about to be re-
lated in the film’ as well as outlines what is at stake in this
text: the lionization of social justice and the ideol ogical rea-
[ ignment of the neaning of the Revol ution.

As seen in Flor silvestre, the revolutionary nelodrama is a
rich form for representations of the nation. As a foundationa
monment, the Revol ution becones the site of nultiple and changi ng
di scourses, of honor, justice, revenge or famly. The nel odr a-
matic form for its part, lends its strong allegorical capacity,
allowing the famly and the coupling of José Luis and Esperanza
to be overdetermined with the issues of the nation.?

Revolutionary Melodrama for the 1990s?

Against this history of foundational fictions and revol u-
tionary nel odramas conmes Conp agua para chocol ate [Li ke Water for
Chocolate] in the early 90s. The salient question to ask for
this filmin relation to this context is what is its agenda in
appropriating the forns for re-inagining nation-ness in 19917
Cono agua para chocol ate, directed by Alfonso Arau fromthe novel
witten by ex-wife Laura Esquivel who also adapted the screen-
play, again returns to the Revolution with its own re-inmagining
of the nation. Conp agua para chocol ate uses the Mexican Revol u-
tion as a backdrop, returning to this foundational nonent in
Mexi can history, but it also returns to the foundational texts of
the classic revolutionary nelodranas like Flor silvestre that
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first re-imgined that nonent cinematically. Al nost as markers
of narrative progression, Arau quotes the visual style of
Fernandez and Figueroa with |ow angle shots and w de expanses of
sky and scul ptural clouds,® alnpst requiring that Conp agua para
chocol ate be read within the diverse context of its intertextual-
ity. It is at once revising the classic revol utionary nel odranmas
like Flor silvestre, engaging in a historical discourse (both in
its own representations and in its references to the revol ution-
ary nelodramas which were thenselves historically revisionist),
eliciting conparisons with the novel from which the film is
adapted, and activating a discourse of magic realismthat neces-
sarily invokes classics of this genre in the literary tradition.
At the sane tinme, its unique production and box office history—-as
a staggeringly expensive production in Mxican ternms and at the
time of its release the nost successful foreign film ever dis-
tributed in the U S —grafts additional considerations of capita
(cultural and otherw se) in exam nations of the film

Gven the conplex intertextual matrix of Conb agua para
chocolate, it is no surprise that its ideological inplications
and re-imagi ning of the nodern nation are quite changed from Fl or
silvestre. The academ c and popular discourse in the United
States has articulated the ideol ogi cal agenda of Conb agua para
chocolate as a liberal, femnist treatise, and the filmcertainly
suggests these possibilities. However, | argue that the text it-
sel f doubl es back against its own fem nist pretensions, resulting
in what is ultimately a conservative text.

Woman, Nation, Revolution

But before examning the films femnine representations,
there needs to be an accounting for of the history of representa-
tions of wonmen in Mexican cinema. Since the CGolden Age, repre-
sent ati ons of wonen have undergone various revisions and reinter-
pretations. Fromthe strict dichotony of virgin/whore, the inmage
of wonmen in Mexican screens has diversified, particularly since
1968.° Conp agua para chocolate nust be positioned within the
hi story of this larger novenent of redefining representations of
wonen. | ndeed, Conb agua para chocolate has been heral ded by
scholars of Mexican cinema as the film that has established new
ground in positing “positive images” in terns of cinematic repre-
sentations of wonen. David Maciel wites, “Conb agua para choco-
|ate i s perhaps the nost powerful and skillfully realized wonen's
story of recent Mexican cinema.”' And, Al ex Saragoza and G a-
ciela Berkovich argue that the fem nine representations in Cono
agua para chocol ate are an ideol ogical break with filns that show
wonen who are liberated but still confined within the patriarchal
system * However, a close reading of Conmp agua para chocol ate
shows that the break is not as clean or radical as it has been
figured.

Continuing in the tradition of the classic revolutionary
mel odramas like Flor silvestre, Arau’s film projects ideologica
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i ssues onto the individual matters of the famly. Conflict be-
tween “old” and “new’ is again rendered in generational terns.
The narrative of Conb agua para chocol ate concerns the subversion
of the rules of Mana Elena, who has decreed that according to
famly tradition, her youngest daughter, Tita, nmay never nmarry,
and is instead condemmed to care for her nother until the matri-
arch’s death. In the repression of femnine desire and its figu-
ration as “tradition,” Mama Elena and her ideas represent out-
dated, patriarchal ideol ogy. But Tita falls in love with young
Pedro, and their desire to consunmate and marry threaten Mana
Elena’s social order. As in Flor silvestre and the foundational
fictions, it is love and the union of lovers that represent a
break with the past, and in Conp agua para chocol ate, the threat
of subversion to the dom nant patriarchal order. But the issue
here is of fem nine agency and desire, not class conflict as it
was in classic revolutionary texts. Conb agua para chocol ate has
appropriated the form and forum for ideological change from Fl or
silvestre and other classic revolutionary nel odramas, but appar-
ently has altered the goal of change from class to gender con-
cerns.

Even the Revolution itself as represented in Conb agua para
chocolate is no | onger associated wth the agendas of class jus-
tice and land redistribution at the heart of the (historical)
Revol uti on. Tita’s magical food, into which she sublimtes her
own desires, has an erotic effect on everyone who eats it.
Tita’s sister Gertrudis is so turned on by the food that she sets
fire to the bath house with her burning desire. A Villista mles
away in the mdst of battle snells her passion and rides off to

capture a nude and burning Gertrudis and fulfill both his and her
erotic fantasies. GCertrudis joins the Revolution, not for social
justice, as did José Luis in Flor silvestre, but for sexual |ib-

eration. The Revolution beconmes a sexual one, reinscribed as a
di scourse of erotics and gender, endowi ng these ostensibly fem -
ni st concerns with historical and national inportance.

Anot her inportant marker of the text’s fem nine/femnist
point of viewis the narrative voice-over. Like Flor silvestre,
Cono agua para chocolate charts the re-imgined Revolution's im
pact on the present through a narrative frame set in the specta-
tor’s present. The film opens with Tita's great-grand niece
choppi ng onions, which triggers Proust-like nmenories and reflec-
tions on the narrative past.*® The great-grand niece's voice is
heard throughout the master narrative, the story of Tita and Pe-
dro, offering subjective insights and providi ng explanation. As
narration, the voice is omiscient and powerful: this disenbod-
ied voice effectively domnates the text, suggesting that a fem -
ni ne voice and a fem nine perspective control the narrative.

Clearly, as denonstrated in the exanples cited above, Conp
agua para chocolate figures itself as a fem nine/femnist text,
presenting fem nine subversion of the patriarchal system in the
past to realign the nation’s “future ideal” (our present, figured
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in the frame) with fem nine agency and enpowernent. However,
upon pressing this reading, it soon becones clear that elenents
in the narrative itself frustrate this position. Sonmer’s para-
digm of the foundational fictions is again helpful to elucidate
this problem The purpose of romances in Latin Anmerican founda-
tional fictions, Sommer argues, is to synbolically weave together
previ ously divided classes and races in order to produce a hybrid
new generation. She wites, “Unproductive eroticismis not only
imoral; it is unpatriotic.”™ Cassic revolutionary nelodramas
and Flor silvestre follow that logic: Esperanza and José Luis’s
child represents the fruit of their suffering and is the new na-
tion, the unity of social classes. But Conb agua para chocol ate
turns problematic on this point of reproduction. Tita s only no-
ments of maternal plenitude (which suggest alternatives to a pa-
triarchal system) are both given to her and taken away by the pa-
triarchal /male figures. Tita first takes on the role of produc-
tive matriarch when her virgin breast magically produces mlk to
feed Rosaura and Pedro’s child—but this power is bestowed on her
by Pedro’s erotic gaze, which inparts the maternal flow Tita's
nurturing maternal agency is thus sanctioned and conferred by
mascul i ne desire. Later in the film Tita and Pedro consunmate
their love for the first time, after Mama El ena has been killed
by bandits. Tita thinks she is pregnant, a thought which is at
first horrifying, but Tita and Pedro soon await the child wth
hopeful anticipation. But this prom se of a new generation built
on their subversive, magic love is taken away: the pregnancy was
actually a hysterical one wi shed upon Tita by the ghost of patri-
archal Manma El ena as punishnment for her indiscretion with Pedro.
Even though the text attenpts to create an alternate fem nine
di scourse through its nmagic realist aesthetic, one outside tradi-
tional realismaligned with patriarchy, these maternal and patri -
otic noments are still tightly conferred and controlled by patri -
archal power—and the supposedly alternative, femnine magic is
shown to be bound to patriarchy and the thrust of traditional
phal lic narrative.

The power of the patriarch is shown to be still intact and
potent in another significant sequence. Wen Tita and Mama El ena
hear of Rosaura s son’s death (Elena has sent the famly to live
over the border so as to separate Tita and Pedro), Tita's angui sh
is overwhel m ng, but Mama El ena proclains, “iNo quiero |agrinmas!”
[ don’t want any tears!] Wth this latest frustration by the
patriarchal nother of the free flow of femnine feeling, Tita
breaks down, openly accusing Mama El ena of her injustices. Elena
strikes her, and Tita sequesters herself in the dovecote. Days
| ater, when the servant-girl Chencha goes to her, she finds that
Tita “esta conp loca” [is crazy] and has turned mute. \Wile on
t he one hand her nadness and | oss of voice (or agency) is consis-
tent with other Mexican screen depictions of wonen turning nmad
under patriarchal pressures,® it is her “cure” fromthis patri-
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archal | y-i nposed madness that creates ideol ogical disjunctures in
this ostensibly fem nist text.

Mama El ena sends Tita to an asylum across the border under
the care of Dr. Brown. This young widower with a son gently
cares for her, and the great-grand niece s voice-over infornms us
that for the first tinme, within the space provided her by this
new, synpathetic and North Anmerican patriarch, Tita feels free.
It soon becones apparent that Dr. Brown is falling in |love with
Tita, as he describes pedantically how every person has a box of
mat ches inside, which can only be |lit by a true Iove. Tita s
mat ches are danp, and Dr. Brown inplies that he would like to dry
t hem (Magically?) Tita recovers her voice in the very next
scene. The juxtaposition of Dr. Brown’s nurturing attitude and
Tita s recovery suggests that the resolution of her “madness” is
achieved through the protective care of this American doctor,
probl emati zing even further a femnist interpretation; with Tita
under his wing, Dr. Brown gives her back her voice. Tita uses
her reinstated but limted agency to consent to nmarriage with Dr.
Brown, trading one patriarchy (Mama Elena’s) for another. Here,
the narrative recovers any residual doubt that it is the patri-
arch who retains the power to both take away and restore—and con-
trol —fem ni ne agency.

Any remaining progressive nessage in this story about the
power of Tita and Pedro’s anor loco is effectively squelched in
the final resolution of the master narrative. Free fromthe pa-
triarchal i1npedinents and the old order by the deaths of Rosaura
and Mama El ena, Tita and Pedro nmake |ove for the first tinme wth-
out fear of patriarchal or social reprisals. This should be the
foundati onal nonent of the text: the final consummation of the
new i deol ogy of the nation. But, Pedro’ s death during sex frus-
trates the fulfillnment of both Tita s erotic desires and the
foundati onal nonent. The re-inposition of patriarchy is mde
even nore pronounced and assertive by the narrative voice-over of
Dr. Brown that reiterates the netaphor of the internal box of
mat ches. The action on screen follows the narration on the
soundtrack as if obeying orders, and the room explodes in fire.
The film which has relied on the femnine narrative voice
t hroughout, in the last instance cedes control of the text to a
white male North Anerican. The ideology and the narrative are
re-contained wwthin a patriarchal, conservative discourse, show
ing that the only thing this magical true | ove succeeds in ending
is not a repressive patriarchy, but the lives of the |lovers them
selves. The resolution promses that there is no danger of sub-
version to patriarchal order to cone out of their union, making
their story a cautionary tale rather than a |iberating one.'®

The film closes wth the book-ending of the frame in the
present tense. Both Tita and Esperanza, Tita s surrogate daugh-
ter (Pedro and Rosaura’s second child), whom she rescued fromthe
famly’ s repressive tradition, stand behind the narrator as spec-
tral visions, enphasizing now visually the connections of the
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present with the past. But this epilogue vision of the “fruit”
of the narrative suffering, however, cannot re-contain the nenory
of the patriarchal systemis nullification of the power and frus-
tration of the desires of these fictional Revolutionary proto-
fem ni sts. The  woul d- be positive, fem ni st frame IS
“di sjointed”! by the discourse that unfolded in the narrati ve.

Disjointed Discourse

G ven the ideological contortions of Conb agua para choco-
|ate around femnism a crucial question nust be asked: what is
it about Conb agua para chocolate that activates the critica
bl i nd-spot to these gender dynamcs in the filn? Wy did it in-
spire such fem nist adulations by critics and schol ars alike, as
described earlier? It certainly is not that the aforenentioned
schol ars are unaware or unsynpathetic to the kind of ideol ogical
nullification that occurs in Conbo agua para chocolate. |In fact,
Saragoza and Berkovich in their article *“Intimte Connections”
tal k about his very dynam c in another Mexican filmfromthe sane
year, Danzdn, sayi ng:

...the female character (Julia) undergoes a change of
consci ousness that does not rupture the dom nant or-
der...The fil muses gender to suggest alternatives to
the i deol ogy of the dom nant masculinist order, both on
i ndi vidual and societal levels. The systemand its
rules, in short, are vulnerable to subversion. But
Danzon eschews an abrupt rupture of the dom nant or-
der. ™

They see sonething very simlar going on in Danzén as | see in
Cono agua para chocol ate, yet they hold up Arau’s filmas a “ray
of hope” for changing and inproving paraneters of cinematic rep-
resentations of wonen.*® If it is clear how other woul d-be cine-
mati ¢ subversions of patriarchal order are invalidated within the
text, why is that very sanme dynam c occurring in Conb agua para
chocol ate ignored and its “fem ni sni paradoxically praised?

A sinple yet extrenely inportant answer is the revenue and
the international prestige that Cono agua para chocol ate brings
to the entire Mexican film industry. Conmo agua para chocol ate
must be read agai nst yet another discourse: the financial iInsta-
bility of Mexican film production. Grossing alnost $20 million
at the United States box office, this is the first Latin Amrerican
fil m+ndeed, any foreign film+to have this kind of popul ar recep-
tion in the Hollywood-inmersed North American market.?® Such a
huge success is perhaps the only antidote to the worries of an
i ndustry so dependent on a governnent that changes its film pol-
icy every sexenio. As Maci el explains: “I't is critical for
filmmakers to find creative and aggressive ways to successfully
di stribute and exhibit Mexican cinema outside its borders, since
international audiences are equally inportant for its sur-
vival .”?*  The scholars and patrons of Mexican cinema assune a
tricky stance in relationship to such a popular and successful
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film text. Marsha Kinder iterates this problematic relationship
when she wites about studying a different, marginalized nationa
ci nema:

As Christian Metz observes in The Imaginary Signifier,
the filmhistorian frequently finds herself becomng an
intellectual publicist for the texts she descri bes:
“Often, by unexpected paths, unperceived by those who
have quite unintentionally taken them...witings on
fil mbeconme another form of cinema advertising and at
the sanme tinme a |linguistic appendage of the institution
itself.” | cannot deny this dinmension in ny own work;
in fact, far from being “unperceived,” | hope to denon-
strate that it is part of the process being described—
the reconstruction of national identity through the pro-
duction, pronotion, and reception of popular culture. ?

Scholars and critics, as “intellectual publicists” of Mexican film
surely cannot attack such a commercial success, on ideological
grounds or otherwise; to do so would be to attack the tenuous Ilife-
flow of the whole national industry. I would argue that it is
within this dynamc which Kinder describes that ideological read-
i ngs of Conb agua para chocol ate are realigned.

This is true not only for U S. scholars witing about Mxican
cinema, but is manifested in the press discourse in Mxico as well.
In 1992, at the tinme of the Mxican release of Conb agua para
chocol ate, the Espectéacul os section of the Mexico City daily Excel -
sior ran articles expressing anxieties about the state of the na-
tional film industry alnost every day. Byl i nes such as “El cine
nmexi cano sufre una de sus crisis mas severas, dice Oistian Gon-
zalez,” [Mexican Cnema is Suffering One of its Mist Severe i ses,
Says Oristian Gonzal ez] (Septenber 22, 1992) and “Considera Silvia
Pinal que el cine nmexicano vive un buen nonento y que puede ser ne-
jor” [Silvia Pinal Thinks Mexican Cnema is Living a Geat Mnent
and Can be Even Better] (April 16, 1992) exist alongside headlines
such as “Los cineastas nexi canos hacen gran esfuerzo para elevar |a
calidad de sus peliculas” [Mexican Filnmakers are Making a G eat
Effort to Elevate the Quality of Their Filns] (April 20, 1992).
There is plainly a national cinematic identity crisis being worked
out on the pages of the paper.

This crisis can explain in part why in spite of |ukewarm Mexi -
can reviews (Mexican critic Tomas Pérez Turrent wites “...la re-
spuesta del publico en el mundo fue el chocolate mentras la re-
spuesta de la critica fue el agua”? [the response to the film by
the world public was “chocolate” while the response of the critics
was “water”]), Conb agua para chocol ate wal ked away with 10 Ariel
awards on April 27, 1992, just 11 days after its “chocol atey” Mexi -
can opening and “watery” critical reviews, suggesting that the
Mexi can Acadeny felt pressure to conpensate for the nediocre re-
views in light of the popular box office reception.?® This did not
go unnoticed or wuncriticized—+the weekly news nagazi ne Proceso re-
ported on the Arieles awards with this article: “La Tarea and Dan-
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zon, reconocidas en el nundo, sin Arieles; falible, la seleccion

reconoce |la Academ a” [La Tarea and Danzén, Recogni zed Throughout
the Wrld, Go Wthout Arieles; the Acadeny Recognizes that Selec-
tionis Fallible]. This review of the awards barely nentions Cono
agua para chocolate, the film that siphoned the Awards away from
these other «critical successes, nerely listing the categories
Chocol ate won towards the very end of the article. The focus on La
Tarea and Danzon’s |lack of awards and the absence of substantive
di scussion of Chocolate’'s Ariel successes inplicitly criticizes and
accuses the Acadeny for rewarding/awardi ng popul ar success over
cinematic achi evenent—er, realigning its discourse to fit the buzz
and noney circulating around a surprisingly popular film?

O ear|l y—per haps even obvi ousl y—+hen, the economc factor is
extrenely powerful and is a necessary consideration in fil mmaking
and intellectual discourse, and perhaps particularly so in the
Mexi can situation. But this begs nore questions: Wat reasons can
we | ook to for Conb agua para chocol ate’s extraordi nary popul arity,
and what probl ens does that popularity raise? O Emlio “E Indio”
Fernandez, with whom Conb agua para chocolate shares a continuity
in the revolutionary nelodrama, Julia Tufdn wites: “It is inpor-
tant to recognize that Emlio Fernandez constructs an inmage of Mex-
ico which influences ideas about Mexico abroad as well as at
home.”?® This interface of national representations and interna-
tional reception is certainly in operation with Conb agua para
chocol ate’s unprecedented foreign view ng audiences, all of whom
are consum ng an inmage of Mexican nation-ness along with the nagi-
cal love story. This revised revolutionary nelodrama not only re-
i magi nes the Revolution and the nodern nation for “hone” audi ences,
but for export nmarkets too. As a Mexican critic relates, “cuando
al guien se entera de que uno es nexicano, dice reaccionando de in-
nmedi ato, ‘Ah, si, Conb agua para chocol ate” [when sonmeone discovers
that you are Mexican, s/he reactions imediately with, “Ah, yes
Li ke Water for Chocolate!].? So, the question of nation neces-
sarily enters into the international consunption of this filmtext.

Eating Magical Otherness

After the filmhad established a word-of -nmouth famliarity and
had started showing its incredible box office potential, newspaper
advertisenents in the United States read, “Experience the Magic”
and | ater, “Experience the Magi c—Again.” This zi ppy slogan suns up
one of the main aspects of Cono agua para chocolate that sold
Anerican audi ences on the picture: the strong el enent of a nagical
realist style. VM ctor Zanudio-Taylor and Inma Quiu point out the
foll ow ng passage in Janet Maslin’ s New York Tines review

This film a lively famly saga that is centered on for-
bi dden | ove and spans several generations, relies so en-
chantingly upon fate, nmagic and a taste for the super-
natural that it suggests Gabriel Garcia Marquez in a
cookbook-witing node. (The best-selling Mexican novel
by Laura Esquivel, who also wote the screenplay, inter-
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weaves the fanciful story of “Like Water for Chocol ate”
wi th actual recipes.) Wiether you approach this swft,
eventful tale on the culinary or the cinematic |evel,
prepare for a treat.?®

Zanudi o- Tayl or and Guiu protest Maslin's take on the film say-
ing, “After all, there is nore to the novel and filmthan magi cal

realism and food,”?® but their objections too easily disniss the
reality that this is the level at which a majority of United
States filmgoers consuned the novie. |In fact, the distribution
and pronotion of the novie actually sought this kind of recep-
tion, as can be seen in the newspaper ads and other pronotiona

materials. \Wether or not this approach was anticipated or de-
sired by the fil nmmaker and the author, the pronotion of the film
essentially plugged into an established perception of Latin-ness,

actively courting the art-house public famliar wth the best-
selling magical realismof Gabriel Garcia Marquez’'s C en afos de
sol edad [One Hundred Years of Solitude] and Isabel Allende’ s La
casa de los espiritus [The House of the Spirits]. Arau and Es-
quivel’s filmeven quotes the well-known image from C en afos de
sol edad, the nmgical encounter with the gypsy's block of ice,

framng the erotic summer rendezvous between Pedro and Tita with
fetishized cl ose-ups of a huge block of ice. Magical realismand
Cono agua para chocol ate are reductively commodified as identifi-
able markers of Latino cultural identity, obliterating nationa

or cultural distinctions of Mexico, Colonbia, Chile, etc. As
Chencha says of the exchange of Tita for Rosaura as Pedro’s
bri de—=You can’'t change tacos for enchiladas!”—ut the film does
just this wth distinct national and cultural Latin identities.

To take the second half of Zanudi o-Taylor and Guiu s objec-
tion, pronotion for the filmdid precious little to assert that
there was nore to Conb agua para chocolate than food. Distribu-
tor Mramax convinced Mexican restaurants across the country to
re-create the dishes made in the film and held a contest for
“amat eur chefs” to submt “seductive recipes” for a prize tripto
Mexi co. A New York party celebrating the films success, wth
Mayor David Dinkins in attendance, had actress C audette Mille
(CGertrudis) re-create on the Wst Side H ghway the scene where
she is carried off naked by a Villista on horseback, wth the
festivities ending in a wedding feast identical to the banquet in
the film?3 These pronotions suggest that there is nothing but
food to Cono agua para chocolate, with the possible exception of
t he spectacle of nude wonen ridi ng bareback.

The cross-pronotion with hard-cover copies of the best-
selling novel sold at the novie theaters further commodifies the
Conmp agua para chocolate representation of Mexican identity.3
As Variety wote, “the book, a Gabriel Garcia Marquez [sic] type
story spiced with recipes, is really cooking.”% Wth the reci-
pes in the book to be tried at hone after watching the film Cono
agua para chocol ate, both novel and novie, really does present a
Garcia Marquez “feel” in cookbook-witing node.
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One can synpat hize with Zanudi o- Taylor and GQuiu in their de-
sire to discredit that reading and recuperate for the film “its
hi storical awareness, national specificity and gender construc-
tion,”*—even though the dynamic they argue against very appar-
ently is at work in the cultural marketplace and even though it
has been seen how the film itself thwarts progressive/positive
gender and national construction—because the usual inplications
for Mexican representation in the global sphere are not, to use
lingo in the spirit of the film appetizing. These inplications
can be deduced from the follow ng excerpt from an article at-
tenpting to define the elusive nature of magic realist cultura
pr oducti on:

In fact, the strength of Magic Realismin the
“periphery” (Latin Amrerica, Africa, the Caribbean) and
its conparative weakness in the “core” (Wstern Europe,
the USA), could be explained by the fact that coll ec-
tive myths acquire greater inportance in the creation
of new national identities, as well as by the nore ob-
vious fact that pre-industrial beliefs still play an
inportant part in the socio-political and cul tural
lives of devel oping countries. Magic Realismgives
popul ar cultures and magi cal beliefs the sane degree of
i nportance as Western science and rationality. |In do-
ing this, it furthers the clains of those groups which
hol d these beliefs to equality with the nodernising
elites which govern them %

This passage |inks the magical realist node to the production of
national identities, but nore significantly, at the sanme tine it
unwittingly extracts the problem of reading magical realism
Magi cal realism author WIIliam Spindler argues, belongs to those
cultures on the margins, in the “periphery,” in contrast to the
cultures at the center or the “core,” whose Wstern scientific
rationalismforecloses participation in this aesthetic discourse.
He is very clear about where magic realismexists (Latin Anerica,
Africa, the Caribbean) and where it doesn’'t (Wstern Europe, the
USA); one is the periphery, the other the core. Magi c realism
as exenplified by this academ c typology, is a sign of primtive
and pre-industrial culture and its encounter with nodernity, |lim
ited to and defining those nations on the margin.

VWhile Spindler is arguing in sone capacity for this marginal
aesthetic’s subversive potential, | suggest that when commuodified
for popul ar international consunption, magic realismfixes a fro-
zen identity of Mexican-ness—and then by consum ng popul ar per-
ception, latinidad. |In demandi ng and consum ng endl ess reproduc-
tions of magic realism the domnant U S. culture condemms a | um
pen, undifferentiated pan-Latin culture to repetition of an aes-
thetic that, fromthe point of view of the rational, industrial
and dom nant cultures that consune the inages, both defines it as
Third Wrld and fixes its status there. Magi ¢ realism becones
not a challenge to Western rationality and scientific discourse,
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but rather reaffirns their hegenonic position of power. Paul
Wllenmen calls the effect of this dynamc “cultural apartheid”
and the cultural *“ghetto.”?® Confining the paraneters of
“authentic” Mexican (and in its perceived anorphous unity, Latin
Anerican) national culture in this way denies Mexican identity in
the internal sphere passage to what Homi K. Bhabha calls “the
living principle of the people,” whereby cultural and nationa
identities transformand evolve in the daily performances of both
culture and life.® Conmp agua para chocol ate plugs into and per-
petuates this cultural apartheid of the fossilizing magic reali st
aesthetic, and adds fuel to the exotic fire with its fetishiza-
tion and eroticization of commodified, consunmable imges of bor-
der life and food. And as these inages are bought and eaten with
U S. dollars, they are digested and beconme just another ingredi-
ent of the nmess of the nelting pot, drained of any residual
“Mexi can” neani ng. Much as the disturbingly intense inpact of
Frida Kahlo's self-portraits is transformed/re-situated through
the endl ess postcard reproductions tacked on Anmerican walls for
their chic exoticness and foreign tokenism nmagic realism and
Latin identity are condemmed to the cultural ghetto in the nanme
of pluralism

Thus, we have finally arrived at an explanation for the im
mense success of Conb agua para chocolate in the hernetic U S
film market. Enbedded in the nelodrama is a representation of
Mexi co/Latin America that characterizes it as magic, folkloric,
exotic, provincial—+n short, other. Even the final attenpt at
realigning the narrative with its glossed over but disjointed
frame elicits this subordinate national relationship. Tita' s
surrogate daughter, Esperanza, whose nane invokes Dol ores del
Rio's fanpbus character in Flor silvestre, is explicitly figured
as the “hope,” the success of the new ideol ogy. Significantly,
she marries the son of Dr. Brown, synbolically and literally
crossing the border of two national communities. If we take
Doris Sommer’s definition of a foundational text, it is in the
marri age of Esperanza and Alex Brown that Conpb agua para choco-
| ate becones such a text, not in the story of Tita and Pedro.
Esperanza and Al ex’s union is productive and narries together two
cl asses, races and nations, but the nessage is quite different
fromthe subversive femnist one that is first prom sed. In the
context of the early 1990s political anbitions and econom c trou-
bles, the nmessage of the final frame set in our present evokes
pre- NAFTA aspirations, |laying the foundations of “natural” famly
bonds between Mexico and the United States in the past, justify-
ing appeals for aid and (inter?)dependency in the present. The
happy ending cones when the “hope,” Esperanza, trades Manma
Elena’s pre-Revolutionary patriarchy for Alex Brown’s and Uncle
Samis |late-capitalist patriarchy.

Seei ng the novie, buying the book and maybe going to a Mexi -
can restaurant afterward become a way of indulging in an easy but
ersatz multi-culturalismand a problematic political correctness.
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There is nothing threatening or subversive in the text; both its
national and fem nist nmessages fall in line within dom nant West -
ern/North American paraneters. The films famliar and confort-
able clainms to exotic otherness reassuringly reaffirns the status
of the U S. as the “center.”

VWile the literary foundational fictions of the previous
century sought to define and differentiate national identities,
Conbo agua para chocolate as foundational fiction obfuscates
boundaries and forns alliances with border nations. Alfredo Al-
varez Padilla wites in the 1990s, “New inages and nyths have
been created by the publicity industry as a neans of inproving
the international perception of Mexican-Arerican relations.”®
Cono agua para chocolate certainly can be read as part of that
on-going project, and it can be argued that Cono agua para choco-
| ate represents a new foundational fiction for our postnobdern age
of multinational capital and blurred cultural identities.

Al fonso Arau hinself can be seen as confusing the boundaries
of distinct national identities. Prized in the U S., as we have
seen, for his aesthetic of “otherness,” he is regarded nore cau-
tiously in Mexico, and is sonetines referred to as too conmer-
cial —-er by extension, too “American.” Arau responds to his Mexi-
can critics by accepting their charges of commercialismas a com
pliment.®*® Indeed, Arau seens to personify the anbival ence of
the problem of Mexican cinenma: while repeatedly returning to
Latin Anerican themes (his in-the-works Regina deals with the
Mexi can student massacre of 1968,°° and he was instrunental in
changing the protagonist famly of A Walk in the O ouds [1995]
with Keanu Reeves from Italians to Mexicans®), in interviews he
cones across as nostly concerned with US. critical reaction to
his work and being able to make “un plato para el prinmer nundo,
hecho con gente y dinero del tercero” [a dish for the First
World, made with people and nmoney fromthe Third].*

Scholars witing and audi ences watching within the margins
of U S. national boundaries and capital nust be cautious in em
bracing the admttedly appealing universalist nessage of Cono
agua para chocol ate. That the film articulates (nulti)-
nationality through discourses of gender is extrenely significant
and nmust not be overlooked. \What does this kind of new founda-
tional fiction do to representations of culture and gender? \What
and who gets distorted or forgotten in the (re)telling of the
(inter)national history? Even in a nmagically re-inagi ned past,
the white patriarch dom nates. The dangers of fetishized fos-
silization on the one hand and cultural honbgenization on the
other are very real. Alvarez Padilla asks, “WII| the Mexican ar-
tistic soul be transformed by trade negotiations?”* | would add
that woman’s “soul” is also at stake here, insofar as discourses
of the nation in the global village depend on representations of
the femnine. W nust be careful to consider what we are asked
to consunme: who is being shortchanged when taco is swtched for
enchi | ada?
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