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“Chocolat” 
 

 People follow the rules in Lansquenet-sous-Tannes. But then again, they don’t have much 

of a choice. The villagers of this small French village live and work, worship and pray like wind-

up automatons. Their mayor, the imposing Comte de Reynaud (Alfred Molina), smiles over 

recollections of the time his ancestors forced the Protestants out of the village generations ago as 

he scribbles “corrections” to the local parish priest’s Sunday sermon. In his quest for moral 

rectitude, he births a stillborn community: colorless, joyless, suffocated. Down the street is a 

nervous young woman driven to uncontrollable kleptomania by the hands of her abusive 

husband. Crossing the square now is a dying old woman forbidden from ever seeing her 

grandson because her daughter has declared her a “bad influence.” But never mind them. There 

is no room for their heartbreaks and struggles in the perfect village of Lansquenet-sous-Tannes. 

Such is life in the world of Lasse Hallström’s Chocolat (2000). 

 That is, at least, until a strong wind blows Vianne Rocher (Juliette Binoche) and her 

daughter Anouk (Victoire Thivisol) into town. To the horror of the Comte, they open a chocolate 

shop. Even worse, they do so on the first day of Lent. But one by one, Vianne transforms the 

people of Lansquenet-sous-Tannes. She offers them chocolates and sweets seemingly custom 

made for their temperaments and personalities: a mug of hot chocolate spiced with chili powder 

here, a pouch of Guatemalan cocoa nips there. But Vianne offers more than just sugar: she offers 

a kind heart, a sympathetic ear, and love, love, love.  

 Suddenly color returns to the village. The battered wife leaves her husband and begins 

working at the chocolate shop. The old woman reconciles with her grandson and daughter. But 

her greatest triumph is with the Comte. Ever so slowly, she chips away at his fierce veneer and 

discovers not a giant, not a tyrant, but a wounded man clinging onto the exercise of his office’s 

power as the only facet of his life that he has any control over. Vianne doesn’t just save the 

people of Lansquenet-sous-Tannes, she heals them. 

 All of Vianne’s gifts of chocolate were against the rules of Lent; a time of fasting and 

self-denial. But for Vianne, the rules were irrelevant: she saw that the villagers were in pain and 

she resolved herself to helping them however she could. In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus encounters 

a similar situation where he is challenged by Pharisees after his disciples pick grain to eat on the 

Sabbath. But Jesus was not fooled by their bureaucratic insistence on following the rules to the 

letter of the law. Jesus knew that if his disciples didn’t pick grain, they would go hungry that 

night. Now, Jesus never claims that rules aren’t important. But pay close attention to what he 

said in verse 27: “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” Rules, like the 

Sabbath, were created to help mankind. The moment that rules begin to hurt instead of help they 

should be ignored. And so Jesus’ disciples ate bread that night. And so the people of Lansquenet-

sous-Tannes found new wholeness in chocolate. 
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