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There’s nothing that quite says “comfort” 
like the word chocolate! Cacao (Theobroma 

cacao L.), the source of our much-loved 
chocolate, is an ancient commodity that is used 
medicinally, aromatically, and, let’s face it, 
when we’ve just had one of those days. It is the 
comfort food of choice. Celebrated around the 
world, this small, indistinct bean is as versatile 
as it is loved.

Medicinally, cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) has 
two main applications: As a (lipid) butter and 
as a CO2 extract. Aromatically, it is used as 
a CO2 extract and as an absolute. It is eaten 
raw in the form of cacao nibs, whipped into 
various culinary delights, and consumed as 
a beverage. Its aroma is silky, luxurious, and 
an aphrodisiac. Cacao (Theobroma cacao 
L.) has seduced ancient Aztecs, euphoric 
Europeans, and inspired gastronomics. Yet, 
it’s not just fancy packaging (in fact, far from 
it). Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) is packed 
full of beneficial components which provide 
therapeutic relief.

Melt into Cacao for Winter 
(Theobroma cacao L.)

By Sharon Falsetto, BA (Hons) 
NAHA Certified Professional Aromatherapist® 

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: Theobroma cacao L.4 

Synonyms: Cocoa,5 cacao butter, kakao 
butter,6 chocolate nut tree.7 

Botanical Family: Malvaceae (Mallow). 
Theobroma cacao L. is listed in the sub-family 
of Sterculiaceae,4-6 in various resources,  
but it is most often listed in the main family  
of Malvaceae.3

Plant Zones: 11-12.7

Plant Profile 

As cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) is a plant 
suited to tropical climes, it is not one, sadly, 
that I will ever be able to grow in my garden! 
So, I will profile it based on my research 
findings. Apparently, it can sometimes be
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Be prepared to be wowed by what cacao can 
do for you – and feel a little less guilty about 
indulging in this irresistible delight!
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 grown as a houseplant, or in greenhouses, 
but not very successfully due to the required 
humidity it needs to produce viable pods.8 

These are the distinguishing characteristics of 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.):

• Overall Appearance: A tropical, 
evergreen tree which grows between 20 feet to 
30 feet7,8 (5m to 8m1) in height. Although there 
are over twenty species of Theobroma within 
the Malvaceae family, Theobroma cacao L. is 
the only one which is used for cultivation.9

• Leaves: Glossy, oblong, oval, bright 
green,1,5,7 leaves which range between 4 
to 8 inches7,8 (20 to 30cm1) in length, and 
approximately 2.5 to 3 inches (7 to 8cm) wide.1

• Flowers: Flowers range in color from 
yellow-white1,5 to pale-pink1,7 which are also 
fragrant.8 Flowers are small and grow on 
branches, as well as the trunk of the tree.7

• Fruit: The fruit, or ripe cacao pods, are the 
coveted part of the tree. Midges pollinate the 
fruit in the wild.1  The cacao seed pods are 
huge, maturing from green to red-yellow5 or 
yellow-brown7 in color over several months. 
They are up to 12 inches (30 cm) long and 
3 inches (8 cm) wide7 and contain up to 50 
“beans” (flat seeds).1,7 When they are dried in 
the sun, they become a baked, brown color 
which likens them to the more familiar cocoa 
bean.1 The whole process of fermenting, 
drying, curing and roasting the beans to the 
end process of cocoa butter is described as 
“Seeds are removed, fermented for several 
days to eliminate their astringent qualities, 
dried in the sun, cured and roasted. Seeds are 
then cracked to separate the kernels/nibs from 
the shell. Fat extracted from the nibs is called 
cocoa butter.”7

Cacao Botanically Translated

Theobroma cacao L.

Theobroma (thee-ow-BROW-muh): Taken 
from the Latin language, meaning “food 
of the gods.”1

Cacao (kuh-KAU): Taken from the Aztec 
language of Nahuatl: Xocolatl. Broken 
down, xococ means bitter and atl means 
water.1

L.: An abbreviation of Linnaeus, referring 
to Carl Linnaeus (synonym, Carl von 
Linné). Botanical names require the 
name of the original author of a plant 
species, hence the abbreviation L. after 
Theobroma cacao.2

Malvaceae (MAL-va-cee-a-ee): Plants 
in this family are found mostly in the 
tropics, with several members being 
of economic importance (such as 
Theobroma cacao L.).3

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.)
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The production of cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) for chocolate and other 
associated commodities is huge. A multi-
billion-dollar industry, it is one of the 
world’s most “economically important 
agriculture commod[ities].” A report by 
A.M. Wickramasuriya and J.M. Dunwell 
entitled Cacao Biotechnology: Current 
Status and Future Prospects, lists the 
following figures:9  

• Six million farmers, and 40 million 
people, depend on cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) production for their 
livelihood.

• 4.0 million metric tons of cocoa beans 
were produced in 2015/16.

• Switzerland has the highest 
consumption of chocolate 
confectionery in the world.

• Most of the worldwide cacao 
(Theobroma cacao L.) production is 
produced by smallholder farmers.

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) can be 
divided into two main varieties for 
worldwide cacao production: Calabacillo/
forastero (Theobroma cacao subsp. 
sphaerocarpum) and criollo (Theobroma 
cacao subsp. cacao). The majority of the 
world’s cacao production is calabacillo/
forastero9 whereas the criollo variety is 
used by the Mayans for the production of 
chocolate from the beans.10

Plant Distribution

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) is a tropical tree 
native to Mexico, Central America,5 northern 
South America (such as Brazil, Ecuador, Ven-
ezuela),1 particularly in the rainforest regions.7 
However, crop wise, you may find it growing in 
many Asian and African countries today.1

Garden Profile 

How to Grow Cacao: The cacao 
(Theobroma cacao L.) tree prefers to grow 
in its native habitat under the tree canopy of 
taller trees. It generally grows at low elevations 
of below 1000 feet (300m) and needs good 
humidity (and rainfall) to flourish.1 

It loves heat, sunlight, and a rich, moist soil in 
which to grow. If you plant a cacao (Theobro-
ma cacao L.) tree in your garden, be prepared 
to consistently feed it, make sure that it is well 
watered (although not over watered), and make 
sure that it is kept warm (but not dry).8

Garden Attractions: In its native habitat, 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) seeds are eaten by 
wild animals such as monkeys.1 

Cacao and Climate Change

If you love chocolate, cocoa butter, or any 
other derivate of the cacao (Theobroma cacao 
L.) bean, you may want to pay attention to 
climate change.

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) trees, as this 
article has discussed, are quite particular about 
what they need to grow successfully. This 
means that they can only grow in a specific 
regional habitat found within the tropical 
countries of the world. Cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) doesn’t just love the heat, it loves 
(and needs) humidity to grow. So, what 
happens when tropical countries become drier, 
as predicated by climate change models?

Cacao  
Production  
by the  
Numbers

C
ac

ao
 (T

he
ob

ro
m

a 
ca

ca
o 

L.
)



© 2021 Sharon Falsetto All Rights ReservedPage 4

A report on the Climate.gov website, Climate 
& Chocolate, discusses the implications of 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) production if 
traditional cacao production regions become 
drier and less humid and projections for 
2050 look vastly different to today’s cacao 
production regions. Possible solutions to this 
growing problem include adapting drought-
resistant cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) beans 
and “artificially” recreating ideal growing 
environments for cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) 
by cultivating more shade trees to reproduce 
conditions conducive to temperature and 
evatranspiration.11

On a brighter note, the crushed shells of cacao 
(Theobroma cacao L.) beans can be used as 

alternative mulch to peat. Peat bogs help to 
protect the earth from climate change and have 
historically been “raped” for peat in the last 
century for the gardening industry’s needs.1

Historical Profile

Long before Europeans “discovered” the 
benefits of cacao (Theobroma cacao L.), the 
ancient civilizations of Central and South 
America were utilizing the benefits of the 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) bean. Although 
the Mayan and the Aztec people are most 
commonly mentioned in historical texts 
with regard to cacao (Theobroma cacao L.), 
it is also recorded that the Olmec people of 
Mexico and Guatemala were growing cacao 
(Theobroma cacao L.) plantations around 400 
B.C.1 Olmec people called cacao by the name of 
kakaw.12

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) was highly 
revered in ancient times. There are numerous 
accounts of how it was traded and used. 
Grieve writes that the Aztec people used cacao 
(Theobroma cacao L.) beans much in the way 
that we use money today.13 Cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) was used in religious ceremonies, 
weddings, initiations, and sacrifices. It literally 
was the “food of the gods,” as royalty and 
people of means were usually the only ones 
able to afford this highly prized commodity. 
Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) was often mixed 
with water and other ingredients to create 
medicinal remedies.10

Just as herbs traveled to Britain with the 
expansion of the Roman Empire, cacao (Theo-
broma cacao L.) traversed across South and 
Central America, north towards present day 
American southwest. Remnants of cylindrical 
objects have been excavated by archeologists 
in New Mexico, in an ancient civilization called 

Melt into Cacao continued

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.)



© 2021 Sharon Falsetto All Rights Reserved Page 5

Chaco. Chaco was a major city of its time  
(approximately 800 AD), attracting artists, sci-
entists, and influential people from afar. Many 
customs and objects traveled with these people 
to Chaco, including the found cylindrical ob-
jects. On further investigation, it is believed 
that these objects were cups for drinking cacao 
(Theobroma cacao L.), a common practice of 
peoples at that time.14

When the Spanish arrived in South America, 
they observed how cacao (Theobroma cacao 
L.) was used among native people, not just 
in ceremonies, but as a medicinal to treat 
ailments such as fever, fatigue, and digestive 
issues.12 It’s no surprise that cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) soon made it back to Europe, along 
with coffee (Coffea arabica) as a newly, 
desirable “must-have.” Hernàn Cortés (1485-
1547), an original Spanish conquistador of 
the Americas, is accredited with introducing 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) to Europe in 
1527.10 But it was, in fact, much more than a 
passing fancy; it had true value as a medicinal 
for burns, skin issues, an appetite stimulant, 
hemorrhoids and more.12   

Chemistry Profile

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) gives up several 
extracts which can be used in aromatherapy 
and natural perfumery: Cocoa butter, cocoa 
absolute and cocoa CO2.

Seed: The raw cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) 
seed contains “high levels of polyphenols 
(mostly proantocyandins and catechins), 
xanthines (including caffeine), a fixed oil, and 
many constituents responsible for chocolate’s 

flavor.”5 Chevallier also adds that cacao may 
contain “minute” quantities of endorphins 
(the body’s natural pain killing solution). Price 
summarizes that the cacao (Theobroma cacao 
L.) seed contains about 50% lipids.6 Grieve 
states that the raw seed contains theobromine 
(about 2%),13 a relative of caffeine and 
similar (although not as pronounced) in its 
therapeutic actions.12

Processing of the cacao beans alters the final 
chemical constituents found in the various 
extracts.

Cocoa Butter: Parker breaks down the main 
components of cocoa butter as 34-36% oleic 
acid, 31-35% stearic acid and 25-30% palmitic 
acid, with a minor percentage of linoleic acid.15

Cocoa Absolute: Cocoa absolute is solvently 
extracted from the seeds of cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.). This means that a solvent (such as 
hexane) is used to extract aromatic compounds 
from the seed. This results in a concrète which 
is then washed in ethyl alcohol, filtered, and 
produces the absolute. It can be assumed that 
cocoa absolute contains many of the same 
chemical constituents of the raw seed, but 
in varying proportions due to the extraction 
process.

Cocoa (Select) CO2: Kerkhof describes the 
chemical constituents of the select extract as 
“palmitic, stearic, and oleic acid”16 which is 
a similar composition to cocoa butter, albeit 
extracted in a different way. She also writes 
that there is a 5% content of caffeine, minute 
amounts of theobromine and theophylline, as 
well as esters and aldehydes.

Melt into Cacao continued
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work with in natural perfumery as it is a strong 
base note and just one drop is often enough 
as an ingredient in gourmand type perfumes. 
It blends well with rose (Rosa spp.), sweet 
orange (Citrus sinensis), vanilla (Vanilla 
planifolia) and tonka bean (Dipteryx odorata). 

Cocoa (Select) CO2: Kerkhof makes the 
statement, when describing cocoa CO2, of 
“Just what you’d expect of subtle pure cocoa.”16 

She also describes its appearance as a “creamy, 
rather solid, butterscotch coloured extract of 
dark chocolate.”16

Interestingly, in his book, The Secret Life of 
Chocolate, Patchett states that the (essential 
oil) molecules in cacao’s aroma “individually 
resemble burnt meat, peanuts, maple syrup, 
cinnamon, coconut, sweat, sulphur, and pepper 
and their complex blend produces the uniquely 
evocative aroma of chocolate.” I’m not sure that 
I will ever think of chocolate in the same way 
again, after reading this description!19

Therapeutic Profile

Plant: As a plant, Chevallier writes that 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) “has therapeutic 
value as a nervous system stimulant.” He 
states that the seeds are eaten for heart and 
kidney disorders in Central America and the 
Caribbean.5 Other therapeutic properties 
which cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) may have, 
according to research on polyphenol action in 
raw seed pulp, include ability to lower blood 
pressure, ability to lower cholesterol, anti-
diabetic properties, aid in chronic fatigue, and 
as an aid to weight loss.5,20 Grieve backs up 
these statements as well.13 Remember though 
that research is based on the raw seed pulp, 
and not the familiar sweetened chocolate bars 
which we reach for in moments of stress and 
comfort!

Melt into Cacao continued

The Power of Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.)12

Chemical 
Constituents

Actions on 
Human Body

Theobromine Psychotropic

Phenylethylamine,17 
N-acylethanolamines

Aphrodisiac

Aroma Profile

Seeds: The raw seeds of cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) actually don’t have any aroma. It is 
only when they have been through the process 
of fermenting, drying, curing, and roasting 
that the unmistakable chocolate-like aroma 
emerges.6 

Cocoa Butter: Raw cocoa butter at the top 
end of the market (organic, unrefined, and 
extracted from perfectly roasted beans) has a 
smooth, subtle chocolate-like aroma. Added 
to products, it will lend a slight cocoa aroma, 
but not enough to be overpowering.18 At room 
temperature, it is a solid fat.

Cocoa Absolute: Peace-Rhind describes 
the aroma of cocoa absolute as a “rich, warm, 
balsamic scent that is certainly reminiscent of 
chocolate, but minus the vanilla.”12 Personally, 
I think that each absolute extraction may vary 
slightly depending on the country of origin, 
the quality of raw material, and the processing 
involved. Just as the aroma of chocolate can 
vary between bitter to warm, the absolute may 
too, although usually it is on the warmer end. I 
also find it to be quintessentially intoxicating.

Individual notes within the absolute may 
also contribute to its overall end result. For 
example, I can pick up an aroma of cherries 
in the cocoa absolute I purchased from a 
high-end supplier vs that from a lower end 
supplier.18 Cocoa absolute can be difficult to 
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Cocoa Butter: Cocoa butter is a good 
emollient, due to its ability to melt in the 
hand,6 although I would personally combine it 
with other butters to accentuate its emollience. 
Stearic acid, which is found in cocoa butter, is 
said to have burn-healing properties, making it 
an ideal product for after-sun care.19

Essential Oil: Although cacao (Theobroma 
cacao L.) does not produce an essential oil per 
se, Patchett19 breaks down some of the aroma 
compounds (loosely referred to as the essential 
oil content) as 3-methylbutanal, hexanal, 
and phenylacetaldehyde. These components 
are known to be dopamine-increasing for 
the brain. Other compounds (dimethyl 
trisulphide, 2-phenylethanol, nonanal, and 
ethyl cinnamate) may “inhibit the growth of 
various microorganisms such as bacteria and 
yeast,”19 and back up the therapeutic use of 
cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) for diarrhea. 
Further, 2-4 nonadienal and ethyl cinnamate 

are reported to decrease the size of cancer 
formation in the skin cells.19 

Cocoa Absolute: Peace-Rhind writes that 
cocoa absolute is anti-inflammatory and has 
“protective and regenerative potential.”21

Cocoa CO2: Kerkhof states that cocoa 
CO2 (select extract) is “body, mind and soul 
nourishing, [and] uplifting,” although she does 
write that “there is no official report on the use 
of the cocoa extract as a fragrance.”16

Safety Profile - Cautions for Use

Herb: Take note of caffeine content and avoid 
use if sensitive.

Cocoa Butter: Possible allergic reaction in 
some individuals. Discontinue use if irritation 
occurs.

Cocoa Absolute: Avoid use if sensitive to 
caffeine.

Cocoa CO2 (Select Extract): None noted.16 

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.)
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Clinical Research

The following studies are an example of cacao’s 
(Theobroma cacao L.) clinical research use:

• Digestive: A study entitled Inhibition of 
key digestive enzymes by cocoa extracts and 
procyanidins demonstrated that regular cocoa 
extract inhibited secreted phospholipase. 
These results indicated that cocoa polyphenols 
inhibited digestive enzymes in vitro which may 
help maintain body weight, along with a low-
calorie diet.22

• Heart: A 2020 study, Cacao Bean 
Polyphenols Inhibit Cardiac Hypertrophy and 
Systolic Dysfunction in Pressure Overload-
induced Heart Failure Model Mice, found that 
the polyphenols in cacao (Theobroma cacao 
L.) beans may, indeed, be of use for heart 
failure therapy for humans.23

• Biomedical Importance: In an article, 
Biomedical Importance of Cocoa (Theobroma 
cacao): Significance and Potential for the 
Maintenance of Human Health, published 
by Matrix Science Pharma, the biological 
activities of cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) 
listed include antioxidant, anti-cancer, anti-
hypertensive, better heart health, better 
cholesterol levels, anti-fatigue, anti-diabetic, 
and anti-inflammatory. Each of these claims is 

backed up by a clinical research study cited in 
the review.24 

Cacao in Full Profile

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) is much more 
than the familiar chocolate commodity which 
we are used to consuming after we’ve had a 
“bad day.” It’s a powerful ally to address many 
common health issues, as well as providing a 
rich, intoxicating aroma as an ingredient in 
perfumes.

Cacao (Theobroma cacao L.) can add a new 
dimension to your aromatic toolbox. Just 
choose which extraction you work with wisely 
to avoid an overindulgence of aroma!
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Editor’s Note: Remember that clinical 
studies need to be read in context 
with many factors including size of 
study, control methodology, number of 
participants and location. The studies in 
this article are extracts or summaries 
of studies and their stated perceived 
outcomes. Research each study fully and 
correctly to learn more.
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  Coco-Lux Whipped Body Butter

Passionate about Patchouli continuedRecipe Card:  Coco-Lux Whipped Body Butter
print-out-and-keep

Whipped chocolate, vanilla, shea, and mango. 
Nothing speaks luxury like the merging of these 
classics with a side-dish of tropical!* Give your 
winter skin the treat it deserves this season 
with a decadent, nutty-choc blend of aromatics, 
strictly for gourmand lovers!

This recipe makes approximately 18-oz. of 
product. I found these 3-oz. cute glass jars with 
traditional snap lids (see photo) to gift these 
blends for the winter season!

Equipment:

• Whisk
• Various Pyrex® bowls
• Double boiler. You can makeshift a double 

boiler at home by placing one smaller pan 
inside of a larger pan.

Ingredients:

(Solid by weight; liquid by volume)

4-oz. (114 g) shea (Vitellaria paradoxa) butter

4-oz. (114 g) mango (Mangifera indica) butter

3-oz. (85 g) cocoa (Theobroma cacao L.) butter

2-oz.  (60 mL) vanilla (Vanilla planifolia)  
   infused jojoba (Simmondsia chinensis)

3 tsp. pink kaolin clay

0.05-oz (1.4 g) cacao (Theobroma cacao L.)  
   CO2 select extract

*Note that a mango aroma does not come through in 
the final product, just the therapeutic properties.

The Infused Oil

Step One: Make the Vanilla Infused Oil

Note: You will only use a proportion of the 
finished oil to make this recipe as listed below. 
You will need a 4-oz. jar to make this infused oil.

Ingredients:

4-oz. (120 mL) organic jojoba  
   (Simmondsia chinensis)

3 – 4 vanilla (Vanilla planifolia) beans 

   (chopped)

To Make: 

Pour the jojoba into an empty, clean, glass 
4-oz. jar. Set aside.

Split the vanilla beans down the middle with a 
knife. Empty the vanilla into the jojoba.  Chop 
up the outer casing of the vanilla bean and add 
that to the jojoba as well.  Stir the vanilla in the 
jojoba to mix. Cap and label the jar.

Store in a dark closet for 6-8 weeks, 
remembering to shake the jar gently 
intermittently.  After 6-8 weeks, strain off the 
vanilla, and repour the infused oil into another 
jar. Label. Store in a cool, dark place until you 
are ready to use the oil.

Alternatively, use the stovetop heat method to 
infuse the vanilla into the jojoba.
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The Whipped Butter

Step Two: Make the Whipped Butter Base

Weigh out the infused oil and butters in 
separate bowls and set to one side. Place the 
cocoa butter in a Pyrex® jug.

Using the double boiler method, heat the cocoa 
butter. Once the cocoa butter is melted, take 
off the heat, add the infused oil, stir, and set to 
one side.

Whip the mango butter and shea butter 
together separately in another bowl. Add the 
melted cocoa butter and infused oil to the 
whipped mango butter and shea butter slowly. 
I advise adding one part, whip, add more, and 
repeat, up to four times.

When the whipped butter is thoroughly mixed 
together, add the clay and mix together again.

Melt the cacao CO2 extract slightly and then 
“mush” with a pestle and mortar before adding 
to the mix. Continue to whip the mixture for 
another 10 -15 minutes until it is completely 
smooth.

Spoon the mixture into the jars. Cap and label. 
Store in a cool dark place.

Cautions: For adult use only. Possible skin 
sensitivity. Discontinue use if irritation occurs.

All photos this page: Coco-Lux Whipped Body Butter 
© Sharon Falsetto.  Note: The cacao nibs shown in the 
photos are for decoration purposes only

Recipe and photos © Sharon Falsetto. Permission 
is given to use this recipe for personal use but not 
for commercial reproduction or gain.



Sharon Falsetto, BA (Hons), is a UK-certified aromatherapist through the Penny 
Price Academy of Aromatherapy. She has lived in the United States since 2006 
and is the founder of Sedona Aromatics: The Garden School Online.TM Sedona 
Aromatics is both a NAHA approved school educator and a NAHA approved 
continuing education provider.

Sedona Aromatics follows the L3C business model concept, a low profit approach, 
by providing community aromatherapy scholarships for courses and affording 
aromatherapy education to more during challenging times. Sedona Aromatics also 
launched the online Botanical Aromatherapy™ membership school at the onset of 
the pandemic in 2020.

Sharon has worked within the healthcare industry since the 1990’s. She has been 
writing and editing professionally since 2008 and is both a published author and 
editor in aromatherapy. With a graduate degree in business (with honors), she is 
well situated to help aromatherapy businesses navigate changing times through 
professional copy writing, editing, and consulting.

Sharon is an intuitive aromatherapy blend formulator. As a continuing student 
in the study of herbalism for home and garden use, and natural perfumery, she 
also believes in integrating herbal and scent knowledge within her aromatherapy 
formulas and teachings.

Sharon works from her garden studio in Sedona, Arizona, surrounded by her 
one-acre homestead and aromatic gardens. She is the author of Authentic 
Aromatherapy, the chief editor of the NAHA Aromatherapy Journal, the NAHA 
Director Coordinator, and the NAHA regional director for Arizona. You can visit 
Sharon’s website at: www.sedonaaromatics.com

This article originally appeared in the NAHA Journal AJ584 and it is re-published 
according to the NAHA Writer Guidelines 2020-21 copyright statement.

http://sedonaaromatics.com/

