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Tale

Snap! The dark chocolate square
speckled with finely grated
Parmigiano Reggiano releases a
tantalizing scent of sweet and

sour. The first bite breaks the square plate,
and releases an explosion of the sharp
cheese flavor, which is calmed by the 62
percent cacao, only to be followed with
sparks of spicy Tellicherry peppercorn.

Cathy Strange, global cheese buyer
of national procurement and
distribution for Whole Foods Market,
likens the experience of tasting
Vosges’ Super Dark Parmesan &
Peppercorn chocolate bar to trying an

artisan piece of cheese for the first time.
“Your pallet goes through all these levels of complexity… we

taste chocolate similarly to how we taste cheese,” says Strange.
She encourages examining the chocolate, smelling it, touching it —

just as you would taste any cheese; do the same with this chocolate. 
The bar is part of the Super Dark chocolate collection, which incorporates dark chocolate

with a range of superfoods, from Vosges Haut-Chocolat (vohj/o-sho-colah). “Most people tend

A 
OF AN 
ARTISAN
DELIGHT
The adventure of one chocolatier who uses a unique
medium to explore art, culture and religion.
BY MICHELE SOTALLARO
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she wanted to “combine healthier dark
chocolate with superfoods and foods
with these nutraceutical-like qualities.
They offer value to health in a unique
way.

“Savory sweet things have been in the
market for a while,” says Markoff. “I
think people are very open to the
landscape of cheese and chocolate flavor
combinations. I like to explore the
limits to see how far I can go on this
adventurous experience with food and
new tastes.”

Markoff’s mission is to “bring peace
to the world through chocolate.” She
tackles this grand philosophy by “fusing
indigenous spices, flowers, roots, herbs
and liqueurs with premium chocolate to
create a sensory experience that nurtures
awareness of and appreciation for the
world’s diverse cultures.”

So far, Markoff and her passionate
creations with truffles and bars have
captured the hearts of foodies all over
the world and grown her business from
her personal kitchen to a company with
around 200 employees.

“In essence, her passion was in
discovering how to be present when
tasting food and how to highlight all the
attributes of food,” says Strange.
“During the big bacon craze, she was
one of the first chocolatiers to put bacon
with chocolate. I think that’s what she
became known for.”

Matches Made in Heaven
The Mo’s Cinnamon Sugar Bacon bar

is comprised of sulfate-free hickory-
smoked bacon, Ceylon cinnamon sugar
and 62 percent dark chocolate. 

the culinary arts at Le Cordon Bleu. 
She graduated Le Cordon Bleu with

Le Grand Diplôme in cuisine and pastry,
in addition to degrees in basic and
advanced oenology. She mentored
under renowned and prestigious Chef
Ferran Adrià — most famous for his
innovation with molecular gastronomy
— and took his advice to travel the
world to experience different cuisines
instead of settling for a restaurant job in
Paris. It was those experiences
throughout Europe, Asia, Australia and
Hawaii that inspired her creativity with
eclectic and exotic ingredients immersed
in chocolate. 

“I push the limits of storytelling
through chocolate,” explains Markoff.
“Everything I do has a meaning to it. I
don’t do cheese and chocolate for the
sake of just doing it. There’s a story that
I want to tell.”

In the case of the Super Dark line,

to associate cheese with fat — they
never hear about the nutritional
attributes or would consider it a
superfood,” says Strange. 

The artisan cheese and chocolate bar,
which is exclusively sold at Whole
Foods, was the brainchild of Vosges’
founder and owner, chocolatier Katrina
Markoff. 

“Her enthusiasm is really
effervescent. She’s super passionate.
She’s always thinking ahead of the curve.
She’s very confidant and comfortable
with who she is,” says Strange of
Markoff.

The Avant-Garde
Chocolatier

The 41-year-old Markoff graduated
Vanderbilt University with degrees in
chemistry and psychology. Three days
following her graduation, she moved to
Paris to pursue her dream of studying

All photos courtesy of vosges haut-chocolat
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Markoff explains her inspiration for
the bar stemmed from childhood
memories when her mom would serve
chocolate chip pancakes with bacon.
“The maple syrup would run onto the
bacon, and I would dip the bacon into
the syrup.”

This ethereal reminiscence that
Markoff harnesses with her chocolates is
what creates a connection between her
artistry and Vosges aficionados.

One of Markoff’s experimental
projects that showcase her instinctive
imagination and her formal education
with sensorial chocolate and cheese
pairings was a study called, The Curious
Contemplation on Fermentation Through
the Lustful Study of Cheese and Chocolate.
She states in the introduction, “I believe
there is a feast awaiting us in the
undiscovered beauties of fermented
foods.” Markoff explains there are about
200 chemical compounds responsible
for the flavor you sense in cheese and
over 1,200 in chocolate. To describe the
aromas in both cheese and chocolate,
“you must take the time to properly
taste each on their own as well as
together.”   

Experience the Journey for
Yourself

Both Whole Foods’ Strange and
Markoff have their own ways of
indulging in chocolate and cheese
delicacies.

“Some people view chocolate as a
dessert, a snack, a splurge…each of us
have our own concepts of chocolate and
how it lives in our lives,” says Strange.

“I really like dark [chocolate] bars
like Vosges’ with goat cheeses,” says
Strange. “For example, dark chocolate
shaved on goat cheese as a highlight. I
also like the bar with a rich ale, such as
an IPA, which brings out the spiciness of
the bar. IPA’s typically have a fruity tone,
so it balances out the flavors of the bar.”

“I think it would be interesting to
include it in a pressed Panini or as a
passed hors d’oeuvre,” says Markoff.
“With the chocolate bar, you could add
mozzarella or a fresh cow’s milk cheese
from Italy, and press it with some olive
oil — that would be good.

“Anytime I make a red sauce, I always
include chocolate, so it would be fun to
use it [melted] in a Bolognese or
marinara,” says Markoff.

THE KEY
INGREDIENT

Cacao bean is at the heart of the
Vosges Super Dark chocolate bars. In
addition to the Parmesan & Peppercorn,
the collection contains: Coconut Ash &
Banana; Acai & Golden Berry; Guajillo &
Chipotle Chili; Matcha Green Tea &
Spirulina; and Reishi Mushroom & Walnut.
Each of the additional five bars contain 
72 percent cacao dark chocolate, which 
is rich in antioxidants and vitamins and is
said to reduce stress, support heart
health, and improve brain function.

Vosges partners with Belcampo Belize,
a farm in Punta Gorda, Belize to grow
these precious beans. Under Markoff’s
curation, agronomists are analyzing the
current cacao stock and soil conditions 
to help plant organic Belizian criollo and
trinatario varietals. Belcampo uses
traditional and sustainable production
methods, and focuses on cultivating 
native crop varietals to reap the best 
flavor quality possible while supporting
the pristine 3,000 acre ecosystem
dedicated to cacao. CC
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“Also any type of low-sugar conserves
or preserve,” adds Markoff. “I’m
obsessed with June Taylor, who does
preserves or jams that are low in sugar.
It’s [her products] really more about the
fruit. Frog Hollow Farm [a 133-acre
organic farm located in Brentwood, CA,
that sells its fruit through mail order]
also has really great jams.”

The Next Adventure
I have this insatiable need to

constantly create,” Markoff says with a
childlike laugh. “I’m interested in
expanding the Super Dark line and
working with Turmeric and Ginger,”
says Markoff. “I’ll probably launch some
additional Super Dark flavors in the fall
of this year. It’s doing so well. People
love dark chocolate and are aware of all
the health benefits, so I want to keep
playing in that space.”
Markoff is not only the founder and

chocolatier behind Vosges Haut-
Chocolat, but she is a mother, a wife, a
middle child, and in the midst of
developing the ultimate chocolate
experience with a
gastropub/museum/cooking tour. The
project has been dubbed, “The
Chocolate Temple” and is projected to
open in the Summer of 2015 in the
heart of Chicago.
The tour will educate visitors on how

Markoff makes her chocolate. The
building will include a restaurant and
event space, as well as an exhibition
gallery showing how she makes her
chocolate collections. “I fall in love with
something, get inspired, take action and

then create experiences,” says Markoff.
Markoff also takes action to support

various causes and beliefs that she is
passionate about. “We have a really
strong value system about what
resources we are using,” says Markoff.
Ingredients are verified non-GMO, part
of fair trade, and all chocolate boxes
are made out of recycled material. She
also developed the company’s “Green
Purchasing Oath,” which is a
commitment that 90 percent of what
the company buys is post-consumer
recycled material, biodegradable or
organic. 
“We just moved into a LEED-

certified building, which is where we
manufacture all of our chocolates. The
building is on the Chicago River, and
we’re planting a beautiful garden off
the river that will contain all American
varietal edibles that we can use. We
have a really strong mission to do
things the best way for the Earth and
the body.”
That’s just skimming the surface of

Vosges’ sustainability efforts. Visit
vosgeschocolate.com to learn more
about the company’s 3,000-acre
agricultural ego lodge in Belize and
charity involvements with V-Day (an
organization that aids anti-violence
programs for women and girls around
the world), Little Kids Rock (a charity
that restores and revitalizes music
education in under-served public
schools in the U.S.), and L’Ecole de
Choix (schools that provide access to
quality education for children living in
poverty in Haiti). CC
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