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A Coveted Tree

Theobroma cacao is a coveted tree known as the source of the globally
celebrated chocolate, initially known as xocolatl in Nahuatl. The fruits of
cacao are a variety of berry known as drupes. Drupes grow from
pollinated flowers on the tree’s trunks and lower branches, each
containing between 20 and 40 pulp-covered seeds, colloquially known
as beans. The beans were considered a valuable resource and
commodity in precolonial times and hold a similar status today.
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Originally domesticated in the tropical lowlands of South America,*
cacao quickly spread to Mesoamerica where it gained salient cultural
status as far back as the Formative Period. This world-renowned plant
also tells a story of shifting strategies of interaction and knowledge
production during the early modern period. This era of imperial
expansion saw a variety of European entities seeking to benefit from
the economic goods and networks native to the Americas. Cacao was
one of the most important of these networks, specifically the
production, distribution, and consumption of its seeds.
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The cacao tree is a delicate plant that needs specific conditions to grow
and ultimately fruit. Knowledge of these conditions forms a body of deep
cultural understanding of cacao’s cultivation, reflected in indigenous
ideologies and practices. European expansionism not only led to the
distribution of cacao across the globe but also to the appropriation of the
knowledge of Indigenous Peoples. Primary sources from the early
modern period document such dynamics between the native human and
plant populations of the Americas and colonial powers.
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Early Recipes

Initial imperial strategies in the New World allowed for the documentation of native perspectives by native
individuals. The earliest representations of cacao from the early modern period come from a Mexica herbal
known as the Badianus manuscript, a collection of elaborately watercolor-painted plants with their associated
names in Nahuatl and recipes for treating various ailments written in Latin. This herbal was completed in the
1550s by at least two Nahua men, Martin de la Cruz, an indigenous nobleman and physician, and Juan
Badiano, an instructor of Latin, at the Franciscan school of the Colegio Santa Cruz in Tlatelolco. Now held by
the National Institute of Anthropology and History in Mexico City, the manuscript has been reproduced in a

number of ways since its original creation.? Through its original and reproductions, the historically deep and

broader indigenous ideologies surrounding Theobroma cacao are captured.3
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A fruiting cacao tree, identified as Tlapalcacaut! in Nahuatl, features in a recipe entitled “Trees and flowers for
the fatigue of those administering the government and holding public office.”* Another representation of cacao
found in the text, identified as Cacauaxochit! in Nahuatl, shows the plant in flower.® A separate illustration of
Cacauaxochitl is found within a recipe for “Mental Stupor,” which calls for the use of its bark and roots. This
same flowered cacao, while not illustrated, is also mentioned in recipes for hurt feet and as a cure for fear.
While previous scholars have identified this Cacauaxochitl plant as Quararibea funebris because of the
similarity of its Nahuatl name with that of one described by Francisco Hernandez de Toledo, the deep orange
and yellow flowers along with the overall structure of the petals, pistil, and stamen depicted actually support

the identification of it as a flowering and budding Theobroma cacao.®
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https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/page/42728812

The herbal’'s watercolors illustrate anatomically accurate plant structures situated within particular stages of the
reproductive life cycle of cacao. These details indicate that the Mexica had an intimate understanding of
cacao’s biology, a level of knowledge not found in contemporaneous herbals authored by non-natives.
Consequently, the knowledge of cacao within the Badianus has a broader spatio-temporal history, developing
across Mesoamerica well before the arrival of Europeans and the formation of the school in which de la Cruz
and Badiano created the herbal.
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Ancient ldeologies

The association of cacao with curing particular

ailments in Mexica recipes echoes what was known RSl Y
about the plant by Mesoamericans for thousands of ESSIY

years. In their cosmologies, the cacao plant is &
connected to maize, a staple crop throughout and
beyond Mesoamerica that was highly mythologized.
This connection of maize and cacao, typically

conceptualized as a life cycle,7 is also exemplified by
a broader ideology regarding a cycle of subsistence.
The cycle includes a sequence of alternating a forest
garden, where cacao is grown, with milpa, where
maize is grown. This milpa/forest garden cycle is a
subsistence strategy that was, and still is, central to
providing sustenance to millions of neotropical

inhabitants.®
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To illustrate, classic Maya material culture frequently shows cacao in relation to the Maize God. For example, a
carved vessel in the Dumbarton Oaks collection depicts the Maya Maize God described as a maize tree with
cacao pods sprouting from his body, a representation of primordial maize. Furthermore, on the sarcophagus of
the ancient Maya ruler Pakal in Palenque, Mexico, ancestors are depicted as cacao trees emerging from the
dead ruler’s body, who is represented on the lid as the Maize God. This scene of rebirth ultimately connects
cacao with Maya ideologies of cycles of life and subsistence.
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The political, social, and economic salience of cacao indicate that individuals and polities would have sought
control of its associated production and exchange networks to garner power, perpetuating its uses and
ideologies farther and farther from their neotropical origins. It is no wonder that ancient rulers invoked cacao in
their ritual and political exchanges and ceremonies, which often included the imbibing of cacao beverages or

the gifting of cacao vessels.? Eventually, these practices created a taste for cacao across an elaborate network
of Mesoamerican polities, maintaining the high status and importance of cacao-producing regions during

ancient and historic periods.°
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Far from its neotropical habitat, cacao was largely
considered an elite commodity by the Mexica, with its
consumption a symbol of social and political power. It
is therefore not surprising to see cacao as an
ingredient in the Badianus'’s recipes for curing fear
and malaise, particularly for political leaders. The
presence of cacao in a remedy for hurt feet within the
Badianus, while unclear, is perhaps indicative of the
long distances traveled on foot by merchants and
traders to distribute the plant across Mesoamerica. In
Hernan Cortés’s conquistador accounts, several
regions are recognized for their tribute of cacao to
the Mexica empire, including Huauthla, Soconusco,
and Cotaxtla, all of which are hundreds of miles from

Tenochtitlan.'t
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We learn from many other early colonial documents that roasted cacao beans were used as currency
throughout Mesoamerica, highlighting its importance as an economic good by the time Europeans arrived. The
relationship between trade and cacao is also reflected in the ancient Maya gods L or M, who have been

documented in relation to cacao and merchant regalia.12 Such ancient associations between commerce and
cacao emphasize the deep history of long-distance trade of the plant between the many regions of
Mesoamerica. These networks of cacao production and trade, as well as their associated ideologies and
practices, were well-established before the arrival of Europeans.
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European Accounts

To fulfill colonial agendas, the Spanish and other
Europeans found themselves participating in the
indigenous networks and ideologies of the Americas.
This initially gave a measure of agency to the native
perspective, as reflected through the creation of texts
like the Badianus. With the continued subjugation
and conversion of indigenous populations to
Christianity, we eventually lose access to this emic
native perspective in colonial period texts. However,
we gain access to knowledge of New World plants
through European-perspective manuscripts from the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. While
cacao features in several of these, they do not
appear in some one might expect.

At first thought, it is surprising that cacao does not
appear in any of the several herbals on New World
plants by Nicolas Monardes. However, Monardes, a
physician and botanist based in Seville and who
never left the hemisphere, was only aware of plants
that had reached him from across the ocean via his
network of fellow naturalists. He also seems to have
only reported on the plants he was able to propagate
in his garden or use for himself, as he repeatedly
claims his findings are based on real and personal
observations. Given these facts, it is unlikely that
cacao seeds would have sustained their reproductive
capacity after a voyage across the Atlantic, let alone
propagation in the drier Mediterranean climate of
Seuville.
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Yet, cacao made it to England by the end of the
sixteenth century, when the well-known herbalist X7
John Gerard featured it under the Latin name
Beretinus fructus in his 1597 The Herball. 1t is in this
herbal that we learn cacao specimens were brought
to England by Sir Francis Drake. Gerard mentions
that Sir Drake observed the native populations using
the plant to pay tribute to their political leaders, again
echoing the deep-rooted ideologies associating
cacao with economic and political networks. John
Parkinson’s 1640 Theatrum Botanicum adds that the
cacao specimens were brought by Sir Francis Drake
from his 1580 voyage. Some of them also eventually
found their way to botanist and physician Carolus
Clusius in Leiden by means of Master Richard Garth,
an officer of the Court of Chancery in London, and
Master Hugh Morgan, the apothecary to Queen
Elizabeth I. These world-traveling cacao specimens
were then used by Clusius to create at least one of
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his two mentions of the plant in his 1604 herbal, Exoticorum libri decem.13

Interestingly, Parkinson includes a duplicate entry for cacao, under the name “Cacao sive Cacaute,” or “Peare
bearing wholesome Almond tree.” He states that the plant is made into a beverage called “Chocolate” in an
unspecified indigenous language, revealing that our modern name for the creamy, satisfying delicacy made
from cacao has its linguistic origins in the New World. The second entry references a different source, “Benzo,”
likely the 1565 Historia del Mondo Nuovo by Italian merchant Girolamo Benzoni, where he discusses his
encounters with cacao in the Americas.
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Benzoni refers to the use of cacao as money and

describes the methods to create the cacao beverage.

Because Benzoni actually visited the region, which
he identifies as Nicaragua, his first-hand account
references the ecology in which cacao grows: only
very warm, moist, and shady areas. It is likely that
these exotic ecological constraints added to the
appeal of cacao, both for the Mexica and later the
Europeans, because of the prestige associated with
commanding such a limited network.
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A Curio for Royal Cabinets...and More

The political and economic powers of Europe took note of these early accounts of cacao as monetarily and
ideologically valuable and, by the seventeenth century, international markets were emerging, maintained
largely through African slave labor.'* The tastes of returning merchants and clergy, as well as cacao’s reported
medicinal properties, gave rise to its popularity in Spain by the early seventeenth century.15 In other parts of
Europe, the chocolate beverage and its associated dishware featured prominently in elite networks, invoking
ideologies rooted in distant places and eras of Mesoamerica. At a time when curiosities fueled the exploration
and description of the natural and cultural worlds, cacao featured quite prominently as a curio to add to royal

cabinets.'® Cacao also found its way into commercial products meant to entice the common palate, including
the many chocolate bars, desserts, and drinks we know and love today. Theobroma cacao continues to be

grown in the tropics across the world, both for global and local markets.!’ The ideological association of cacao
with subsistence, prestige, and trade has continued across millennia and cultures, making the power and
appeal of it truly timeless and global.
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Explore the cultural histories of plants and their influence on human societies



