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Calling all

Human love affair with chocolate goes back nearly 3,500 years to Mayans

By ROGER WEBER
Staff Writer '
weberr@sas.upenn.edu

Philadelphia may be best known for
its cheesesteaks, but Penn research-
ers have given chocolate a home here
as well.

No, not M&Ms and hot cocoa. Their
research has uncovered a much more
primitive form of chocolate — one that
has earned widespread acclaim as the
earliest known use of the cacao plant.

Penn anthropology professor Patrick
McGovern and Cornell’s John Henderson
discovered cacao remnants on ancient
drinking vessels that can be traced to the
Mayans as long ago as 1400 B.C.

The researchers say this gives them
major clues about the history of Mayan
culture and about how chocolate has
been used throughout history.

Unlike modern chocolate, the rem-

nants they found represented a bever-
age produced from the fruit of the cacao
plant, not the beans.

“The sweet pulp was what would have
enticed them,” McGovern said of the Ma-
yans. “In ancient times, wine was the
beverage of kings,” but before that, they

now know, “chocolate was the beverage

of choice.”

“It’s quite different from hot cocoa,”
he said. Because of this unique use of
the cacao, the fruit fermented and the
drink contained about as much alcohol
as modern barley beer.

'The finding builds on work Penn Mu-
seum researchers have been doing for
years, tracing the history of foods like
chocolate and alcoholic drinks. But Me-
Govern and Henderson’s discovery is
unique because it is a major departure
from previous thoughts about chocolate’s
earliest uses.

“This type of research has been a spe-
cialty of the museum,” explained Jeremy
Sabloff, the Chrlstopher Brown Distin-
guished Professor of Anthropology. He

noted that Penn has also been respon-

sible for key findings about alcoholic
drinks, such as the discovery of wine in

China datlng back 7,000 years

Nor is this the museum’s first look at
chocolate. Penn researchers have been
responsible for learning about a frothy
chocolate drink consumed by the Mayans
centuries later, which was both inhaled
and drunk.

Sabloff said learning about the tran-
sition between the two types of drinks
could coincide with broader findings
about Mayan culture in general.

“Our knowledge of ancient Maya civi-
lization has been advancing recently,”

See CHOCOLATE, page 5
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Professors find ancient Mayan chocolate

CHOCOLATE from page 1

he said.

He noted, though, that there
is still much research to be
done on the chocolate.

According to McGovern, rec-
reating the drink has been a dif-
ficult task because they have
not yet found a way to trans-
port the cacao plant back from
Central and South America to
labs in Pennsylvania before it
spoils.

As a solution, they have
called upon Dogfish Head
Brewery in Delaware to simu-
late the drink using dark choc-
olate.

“I think it would still have
a mild chocolate flavor, but
it will be quite different from
anything we can imagine,” Mc-
Govern said.

Courtesy John S.
Henderson

Vase from an
unidentified

site in northern
Honduras found to
contain residue of
an ancient Mayan
chocolate, a
preferred drink of
the Mayan people.
This chocolate
research is part of
an exhibit at the
Penn Museum.

“It takes a lot of work” to thing as fun as chocolate, it’s
do this kind of research, he a project that’s always inter-
explained. “But with some- esting.”
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