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Getting the most from this guide



This guide is designed to help you to develop your understanding and critical appreciation of the concepts and issues raised in Como agua para chocolate, as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the novel for the first time and also during your revision.


A mix of Spanish and English is used throughout the guide to ensure you learn key vocabulary and structures that you will need for your essay-work, while also allowing you to develop a deep understanding of the work.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help build your language skills and focus your understanding of the novel:
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Activity


A mix of activities is found throughout the book to test your knowledge of the work and to develop your vocabulary and grammar. Longer writing tasks will help prepare you for your exam.
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Build critical skills


These offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking and analysis to take you beyond what happens in the novel, to explore why the author has used particular techniques, and the effects they have on you. These analytical and critical skills are essential for success in AO4 in the exam.
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la cortesía politeness


For every paragraph in Spanish, key vocabulary is highlighted and translated. Make sure you know these words so you can write an essay with accurate language and a wide range of vocabulary, which is essential to receive the top mark for AO3.
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GRADE BOOSTER


These top tips advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Answers


Answers to every activity, task and critical skills question can be found online at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/mfl-study-guide-answers.
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TASK


Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the novel. These require short written answers.
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Key quotations


Key quotations are highlighted as they may be useful supporting evidence in your essay.
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1 Synopsis



When preparing for an examination about a literary work, it is essential to have a clear overview of what the story is about. You have to take care to know the structure of the work (see the section on Writer’s methods) and be able to summarise it in such a way that the main story is told succinctly, and that you can, if necessary, provide further details about secondary plots and/or events.


The following is a summary of Laura Esquivel’s novel:


Como agua para chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate) is a novel written in 12 chapters, each beginning with a recipe and the procedure for cooking traditional Mexican dishes and homemade remedies; these are combined with the story of Tita, the author’s great-aunt.
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The story narrates the lives of Tita de la Garza and Pedro Muzquiz, two young people living in the countryside during the Mexican Revolution (1911–17). Tita is the youngest of three daughters living with Mamá Elena, a strong-willed widow. A sensitive child even when in the womb, Tita was born in the kitchen, and therefore develops a very strong bond with food, with cooking and with Nacha, an old native criada (helper) who looks after her and who has a deep understanding of Tita’s magical connection with the kitchen.


One Christmas, Pedro meets Tita for the first time and they fall in love, a deep and pure love that will last forever. Pedro declares his feelings towards her, and she confesses that she feels the same way, but when Pedro finally asks for her hand in marriage, the lovers are shocked to discover they cannot marry; Mamá Elena, who is very conservative, does not accept the request, as she wants to follow the old family tradition that states that the youngest daughter must not marry and has to remain at home to take care of her mother until the latter dies. The widow, however, offers Pedro the hand of her eldest daughter, Rosaura, and he accepts. This shocking decision is taken by Pedro in order to be able to live next to his true love, Tita, who rejoices on discovering his true intentions.


Mamá Elena is suspicious of the star-crossed lovers, and keeps a watchful eye over them; when Tita rebels against her, she banishes her to the kitchen and assigns her the role of ranch cook. Tita, therefore, has to keep her deep feelings for Pedro secret, and in doing so develops a very special way to express her emotions: through her cooking. In preparation for the wedding, for example, as she feels heartbroken not to be the one marrying Pedro, she sheds tears on the mixture of the wedding cake; when all the guests at the wedding try the cake, they experience a deep nostalgia for a lost love and throw up what they have eaten. Nacha dies after this incident, holding a picture of her lost lover, but lives on in spirit and communicates with Tita through her memory and feelings. Tita also transmits her great passion towards Pedro by cooking quails in petals of the roses that he gave her as a present. When eating this delicate meal, Gertrudis, Tita’s middle sister, is so enraptured by the carnal love she feels that, when she takes a shower in a shed, her body heat makes the place burn and the smell of roses attracts a distant villista revolutionary who carries her off on his horse. Mamá Elena is shocked when she finds out Gertrudis lives a licentious life in a brothel, so she disowns her. This daughter will live to marry the revolutionary who rescued her and becomes a female general of the Revolution.


Time passes, and Tita suffers so much from having to live under the same roof as her cruel mother and from pining for Pedro — who has moved to San Antonio, Texas, with Rosaura and his son, Tita’s only joy — that she gets depressed. Mamá Elena wants to send her to a lunatic asylum, but John Brown, the American doctor who feels a great attraction for Tita, takes her to his home in Texas and helps her recover. A new romance is born between the sensitive doctor, who combines scientific research with medicine, and Tita, but she continues to love Pedro secretly.


Even after Tita’s recovery and her mother’s death, which means she is free to marry, Mamá Elena’s ghost still haunts her. Not only can she not marry Pedro, but she finds out that Rosaura wants to follow in her mother’s footsteps and prevent her daughter, Esperanza, from ever marrying, and force her to look after Rosaura until she dies.
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Build critical skills


Escribe el resumen de la novela teniendo en cuenta cómo vive la historia solo uno de los personajes, por ejemplo Pedro. Escríbelo en primera persona e intenta no traducir la sinopsis que te damos.
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Tita shows the symptoms of pregnancy — she and Pedro have been meeting secretly — and finally decides to face up to the rebukes of the angry ghost of Mamá Elena. Unable to keep her true love a secret any longer, she also reproaches Rosaura for having stolen Pedro from her. Only then is her sorrow alleviated and does she discover that hers was a false pregnancy.


Tita finally manages to be honest with John, who understands that only Pedro can make her happy. Rosaura, a resentful, unhappy woman, dies of indigestion, and then Esperanza is free to marry Alex, John Brown’s son. On their wedding day, Pedro declares once again his never-ending love for Tita, who has kept her youthful looks after more than 20 years. They are both free now to express their physical love openly. As Doctor Brown’s native grandmother had explained, however, they light up all of their ‘inner matches’ and the lovers die, consumed by their internal fire, full of happiness, their souls having finally found peace together.





2 Social and historical context



La Revolución Mexicana, Emiliano Zapata y “Pancho” Villa
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La acción de esta novela tiene lugar en el México rural durante una época de caos y violencia: la Revolución Mexicana, una guerra civil que se extendió de 1911 a 1917 y que dejó un saldo de más de un millón de muertos. En el norte, donde vivía la familia De la Garza, las élites liberales no podían calmar a los revolucionarios que, bajo el comando de Emiliano Zapata, querían una reforma agraria y derechos para los trabajadores pobres. Cuando el dictador Victoriano Huerta tomó el poder por la fuerza, nacieron fuerzas para restaurar el orden. El ejército de Venustiano Carranza quería restaurar la constitución. Su mayor colaborador, Francisco “Pancho” Villa, era un caudillo latinoamericano; su excentricidad y fuerza lo convirtieron en mito de los pobres y desprotegidos, pero sus seguidores, los villistas, también saqueaban los ranchos. Es por eso que Mamá Elena coopera con ellos, pero hace esconder a las jóvenes Chencha y Tita. Gertrudis es raptada por uno, pero vuelve a la casa luciendo el grado de generala del ejército revolucionario.
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dejar un saldo de to leave an aftermath of (lit. left a balance of)


el caudillo supreme military leader and commander of a force, mostly revolutionary, common in Hispanic countries during the twentieth century. The title invokes a mythical status.


saquear to ransack


lucir el grado de to display the rank of
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TASK


1 Encuentra la escena en la que el villista rapta a Gertrudis y escribe un resumen detallado de cómo sucede.
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The Mexican Revolution was a complex civil war that could best be described as a set of different revolutions and a general state of chaos. This provides a backdrop for the novel, but also explains why Mamá Elena, a middle-class woman, behaves in such a determined, protective manner towards her ranch and the people living in it. The Revolution also plays an important part in establishing the motivation of Gertrudis, who is a free spirit and has inherited her mother’s strong character, to take up a military career.
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Build critical skills


1 Identifica en cuántas ocasiones se presentan los revolucionarios y los bandoleros en la novela. ¿Sucede solo en una parte de la novela o a lo largo de ella? ¿Qué logra la autora con esto? Explica.
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Key quotation


[Mamá Elena] Tengo muy buen tino y muy mal carácter, capitán. El próximo tiro es para usted… la nación sí sentiría mucho su pérdida, ¿o no es así?


[Capítulo V]
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El Manual de Carreño y los modales
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En la novela, es de suma importancia para los protagonistas tener buenos modales y seguir las reglas de la época. Se menciona en varias ocasiones el Manual de Carreño, intitulado “Manual de urbanidad y buenas maneras para uso de la juventud de ambos sexos”, publicado en 1853 por el venezolano Manuel Antonio Carreño. Se trata de un libro conservador, formal, de tinte algo machista, popular entre familias pudientes. La cortesía impuesta por el manual no le permite a Tita levantarse de la mesa antes de que todos hayan comido el pastel, por ejemplo. Mamá Elena parece seguir los consejos del libro a pie juntillas, por ejemplo, al “recibir en la sala de recibo con un traje decente y adecuado a la calidad de los visitantes” (edición del Manual de Carreño de 1984).
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los buenos modales good manners


intitulado/a entitled (of a book)


de tinte machista slightly chauvinistic or ‘macho’ (lit. of a chauvinist hue/colour)


pudiente rich (lit. that are able)


la cortesía politeness


a pie juntillas (o al pie de la letra) to the letter


The fact that Mamá Elena follows a book on social protocol strictly, and that Tita complains to herself that such rules are the reason for her unhappiness, reinforces the characterisation and points to the fact that class markers and manners were — and are still — extremely important in Mexico and Spanish America. Breaking rules when serving food and entertaining guests, such as placing elbows on the table, is still very much frowned upon by many families in Spanish America.
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Key quotation


¡Maldita decencia! ¡Maldito manual de Carreño! Por su culpa su cuerpo quedaba destinado a marchitarse poco a poco, sin remedio alguno.


[Capítulo III]


[image: ]






La cocina tradicional mexicana
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La cocina tradicional mexicana forma una parte esencial de la vida de los personajes de esta novela. México es un país con una extensa y riquísima tradición culinaria. Su gastronomía varía según la región, y contiene ingredientes de diversos orígenes, algunos raros: cilantro, chile, epazote, jengibre, hierbabuena y otros. Muchos ingredientes comunes, además, son originarios de México: el jitomate, el aguacate y el chocolate. Estos se mezclan con especias en la cocina de Tita y Nacha, y nos pintan un ambiente específico a la región y a la época. Por ejemplo, los exquisitos chiles en nogada se cubren con una crema blanca, perejil y granada, que simbolizan los tres colores de la bandera mexicana (símbolo de la revolución).
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el cilantro coriander


el epazote (Méx.) herb tea


la hierbabuena mint


el jitomate (Méx.) tomato


las especias spices


el perejil parsley


la bandera flag


[image: ]







[image: ]


Key quotation


Tita quería dar un banquete de veinte platos, como los que ya no se daban, y por supuesto no podían faltar en él los deliciosos chiles en nogada, pues la memorable celebración así lo ameritaba…


[Capítulo XII]
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Mexican cooking combines influences from different sources: Mayan, Aztec, Spanish (by way of the Conquest), French (Mexico was annexed by Napoleon III) and oriental (via the Moors from Spain). The word chocolate comes from the Nahuatl (language of the Aztecs) term xocolatl and its preparation originated in the Yucatán peninsula (now Mexico, Guatemala and Belize). It is important to remember that cooking and consuming food are an integral part of social and historical conventions in the Hispanic world and especially of this novel.
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Build critical skills


2 Relee el Capítulo I, la escena en la que se describe el nacimiento de Tita en la cocina. ¿Cómo reaccionas ante lo que sucede? ¿Te parece duro, irreal, especial, bonito, mágico? ¿Por qué?
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La familia tradicional mexicana y los roles de sus miembros
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Aunque el patriarcado era común en la familia mexicana, en esta novela Mamá Elena ejerce un matriarcado de mano férrea. La razón puede ser que muchos hombres morían en la Revolución Mexicana, y sus compadres y esposas debían cuidar de sus hijos. Entre el siglo XIX y XX, estas familias vivían principalmente en ranchos en el campo y en poblaciones rurales. Se dedicaban a la agricultura y todos tenían tareas: los hijos cuidaban los animales y cosechaban el maíz, y las hijas cuidaban las aves de corral, juntaban leña, molían el maíz en el metate y preparaban la comida (tareas de Tita). Además, si una hija no mantenía su pureza (virginidad), era desheredada, como sucede con Gertrudis.
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la mano férrea iron fist, i.e. extremely strict


el compadre (HA) close male friend who acts as godfather and protects one’s interests and family


cosechar to harvest


las aves de corral poultry (lit. birds from the pen)


juntar leña to gather firewood


el metate (Cent. Am., Méx.) flat stone for grinding
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The Mexican family has changed through the years. In pre-Columbian times, the Aztecs, Mayas and other civilisations exercised a patriarchy where the head of the family was a man (sometimes a warrior), to whom a woman and his children would be subject. After the Conquest the head continued to be the man, with the woman and the eldest son in order of authority. Parents and brothers would look after the honour of the name in society and would make sure that their daughters/sisters remained virgins until they married deserving men.
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Key quotation


…Gertrudis estaba trabajando en un burdel en la frontera. [Mamá Elena] Prohibió volver a mencionar el nombre de su hija y mandó quemar sus fotos y su acta de nacimiento.


[Capítulo III]
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Forma de dirigirse a los padres y castigo
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Tita y sus hermanas tratan de “usted” a su madre; esto era, y aún es, muy común en muchas partes de Hispanoamérica, donde se ha mantenido la cortesía extrema hacia la autoridad en una casa. Muchos padres incluso tratan de “usted” a sus hijos, pero Mamá Elena, que es más autoritaria, tutea a sus hijas y criadas. Además, a Mamá Elena no le gusta la palabra “mamá”, por lo que obliga a Tita a llamarla “mami”. Asimismo, el castigo corporal era muy común en épocas como la de esta novela, y los padres sentían que podían imponer el respeto por la fuerza. La sociedad y las reglas de conducta lo permitían.
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tratar de “usted” to address formally, i.e. with the usted form, in Spanish


tutear to address informally, i.e. with the tú form, in Spanish


el castigo punishment, chastisement
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Family relations and behaviour are difficult to establish precisely, but it is well known that in traditional Spanish-American families, children have to address their elders with the utmost respect. Even though the physical punishment of children is seen as backward nowadays in Mexico and the rest of the Hispanic world, Mamá Elena’s behaviour is not as shocking for the historical period of the novel, when it was common.
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Key quotation


La noche de la fiesta [Tita] había recibido de manos de Mamá Elena una paliza fenomenal…


[Capítulo II]


[image: ]







[image: ]


GRADE BOOSTER


In a novel such as Como agua para chocolate, which is situated in a specific place and time in the past, a degree of research into the environment and the era is essential in order to understand the themes and context of the novel. When answering questions that refer to characters, always bear in mind that this factor is largely conditioned by the environment, and describe their behaviour in relation to their period, rather than imposing values on characters that belong to the present day.
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TASK


2 Aparte de cuidar a su madre, ¿qué otras costumbres sociales observa Tita?
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Las mujeres en el México rural
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En la novela hay dos criadas, Nacha, la cocinera vieja y sabia, y Chencha, la sirvienta joven y alegre. Era común en la época que una familia pudiente incorporara a su núcleo familiar a huérfanos, normalmente mujeres mestizas, que trabajaban en la casa. Estas criadas pasaban a formar parte integral de la familia, y tendían lazos muy fuertes con sus miembros. Ellas ayudaban a criar a los niños y servían a la familia, y también compartían con ella su vida personal, muchas veces como hermanas o parientes.


[image: ]







[image: ]


la criada maid (lit. grown)


el/la huérfano/a orphan


mestizo/a of mixed race (in Mexico, mostly of Hispanic and American Indian blood)


tender lazos to establish a bond


criar to rear (a child)


los parientes relatives
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The roles that women performed since colonial times until that of the novel (beginning of the twentieth century) depended on their social status and their origin: Spanish and criollo (i.e. Spanish born in the Americas) women would manage the house and the family, were religious, and used to marry into rich families; mestizas or mixed-race women were of a more humble background and often were illegitimate children or orphans, so rich families took them in and in exchange for their help at home, they would provide them with education and a secure environment. This was less common with Indian women (emancipated since 1639) or black slaves (emancipated a lot later), who did not mix as much in society as criollos and mestizos. Mulatos, i.e. people of mixed black and white race, were less numerous and did not have a good reputation among white people. This is why when Mamá Elena’s family discovered that her lover, José Treviño, was a mulatto, they immediately forbade her to see him and made her marry Juan de la Garza.
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TASK


3 Encuentra ejemplos que muestren los diferentes estratos sociales de las mujeres en la novela: las ricas, las criadas, las aborígenes, las mestizas, etc.
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Key quotation


Tita quedó privada de jugar con sus hermanas dentro de su mundo. Entonces Nacha se convirtió en su compañera de diversión.
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