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Introduction


Welcome to the wonderful world of aromatherapy. I have been using essential oils and aromatherapy techniques for several decades – not only for myself, but also for the health and wellbeing of my children and other family members too. With the help of this guide, you will find that the art of aromatherapy is quick and simple to learn. This book gives you all you need to put the principles of aromatherapy into practice. Before long, you may even wonder how you ever managed without these aromatic essences and the many benefits they bring to both mind and body… I hope you enjoy exploring this fascinating natural therapy for a long time to come.


Liz Earle MBE
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The Ages of Aroma


The art of aromatherapy is nothing new. In fact, the use of essential oils to restore the physique and soothe the psyche is almost as old as civilisation itself. Aromatherapy has withstood the test of time and some of the modern-day remedies and recipes are pretty much the same as those thousands of years old.


The Ancient Egyptians were among the first to use fragrant oils for bathing and massage. This was advocated nearly 6,000 years ago by a physician called Imhotep who was later deified as a god of healing and medicine. Fragrant essential oils were just as important to them in life after death and were given as offerings for the afterlife. Many aromatic essences and essential oil containers were found in the tombs of King Menes (about 3000 BC) and the famous boy king Tutankhamun.


Essential oils were also an important part of life in ancient Greece. Sweet smells were attributed to divine origin. In Greek mythology, gods descended on scented clouds wearing robes imbued with aromatic essences and the eternal afterlife was reputed to be perfumed by scented rivers. The Greeks also made sophisticated use of aromatic substances, both for cosmetics and medicines. One ancient manuscript reads, ‘The best recipe for health is to apply sweet scents to the brain.’ We now know that the limbic system within the brain is the area most closely linked to receiving aromas and translating them into mood-improving brain chemicals – a case of modern science proving ancient folklore.


Around 400 BC, Hippocrates, who has been called ‘the father of medicine’, recommended the use of fragrant baths and scented massages on a regular basis for good health. He also used aromatic fumigations in the streets of Athens to help stem the spread of plague. In the second century BC, a physician called Asclepiades believed in the soothing, healing and curative properties of bathing, massage, perfume, music and wine – the ideal lifestyle perhaps? Yet another Greek, Theophrastus, made the astute observation, now scientifically proven, that oils used externally are absorbed through inhalation of their volatile molecules and may have a physical impact within the body.


The Romans inherited this knowledge of aromatherapy and hence it spread with the conquering Roman Empire. The Roman’s love of bathing is well known (hence the city of Bath and other great spa towns) and their extravagant use of fragrant oils is the stuff of legend. The Emperor Nero’s love of aroma was so great that he installed in his palace a system of pipes to blow out perfume-laden air – putting our modern-day plug-in chemical air fresheners to shame. Nero even covered himself with an entire year’s supply of perfume at the funeral of his second wife Poppaea, so great was his grief. Perfume can also be credited with changing the course of history: Mark Antony was said to have been quite literally intoxicated by the scent of rose and patchouli oils on Cleopatra’s skin…


With the decline of the Roman Empire, the use of fragrant essential oils in the Western world was reduced and the knowledge largely lost. In India and China, however, the traditions of the natural healing arts have remained more or less unbroken. In India, the use of plants reflects the religious and philosophical view of man as a constantly changing process of nature. Ancient texts have been found containing formulae and even invocations to the plants themselves; ‘Come, you wise plants, heal this patient for me’, is one such example.


While Europe abandoned bathing and fine perfumes during the Middle Ages, an important breakthrough occurred in Constantinople at around the turn of the tenth century. The discovery of distillation meant easier extraction of essential oils and far greater purity than was possible with the previous methods. This discovery is widely attributed to Avicenna, although in reality it was developed over a period of time. Drawings of essential oil stills in Arab manuscripts reveal that the original method of distillation is much the same as that used today, although with slightly less sophisticated apparatus.


Essential oils were brought to Britain with the returning Crusaders and became popular not only as perfumes, but also to ward off the plague. Queen Elizabeth I was a great believer in perfumes (not surprising, given that baths were a rarity) and she copied Catherine de Medici’s habit of wearing scented gloves, although she did not emulate Catherine’s ‘gifts’ to her enemies of poisoned gloves. Soon the British court was smelling sweetly of rose, lavender and jasmine – thanks to the aromatic essential oils.


Such an influx of knowledge led to the publication of ‘Herbals’, collections of recipes and methods enabling the women of households to make their own infused oils, aromatic waters and decoctions. The herbs themselves were used to scent bed linen, clothing and even the entire house. Herbal mixtures were strewn on floors to deter rodents and made up into pomanders or bouquets to ward off infection.


In the seventeenth century, herbalism reached a peak, with famous names such Culpeper and Gerard researching and writing their works. Essential oils now formed a small but regular part of the herbalists’ remedies, and the names of these influential men survived into the twentieth century, with the Culpeper herb shops in our high streets and Gerard’s range of herbal remedies around until relatively recently.


Alongside the development of herbalism, the seventeenth century also saw the early beginnings of experimental chemistry and with it the birth of scepticism for natural remedies. Over time these were virtually dismissed as superstition or ‘old wives’ tales’ and were replaced by synthetically produced drugs. The deadlock was broken when the Frenchman Gattefosse burned his hand in a laboratory explosion and plunged it into the closest liquid, which just happened to be pure lavender oil. His hand healed remarkably quickly with no infection or scarring. This led him into researching the essential oils and their many beneficial properties. In fact it was Gattefosse who invented the term ‘aromathérapie’ in the early 1930s. He wrote a book by this name, which remains in print today, and is still widely referred to by many practising aromatherapists.


During the Second World War a French army surgeon, Dr Jean Valnet, also experimented with aromatherapy. He used essential oils as antiseptics on wounds with very good results. Valnet also observed that those soldiers living and sleeping in pine forests suffered fewer colds and common respiratory disorders. The only factor to which this could be attributed was the scent from the trees – a case of natural aromatherapy and how the oil vapours can affect the body via the process of inhalation. Valnet’s great interest led him to carry on using essential oils after the war and he included them in his work on psychiatric patients. This was a great success in spite of the initial scepticism of the hospital staff. Dr Valnet was an extremely important contributor to the scientific validity of aromatherapy and his research papers are still valued today.


Another great innovator was Marguerite Maury. She probably had more to do with aromatherapy as we know it today than any other person. This is because she was one of the first, with very few exceptions, in almost a thousand years to combine the use of essential oils (diluted with vegetable oils) with the techniques of massage. Madame Maury studied the penetrative powers of essential oils and believed they had both quick absorption through the skin and highly effective results. However, this is now known not to be the case, as the volatile oil molecules enter our system as we breathe them in, not by absorption through the skin. Madame Maury also introduced a more holistic approach and the notion of individual prescription of essential oils. She was a woman of amazing energy and dedication who practised, taught and wrote until her death at the age of seventy-three – her last manuscript on aromatherapy was found by her bedside.


Tiny acorns grow into great oaks. Likewise, aromatherapy has spread from small beginnings. Now a common treatment in France, the use of essential oils is included in the curriculum of nine medical schools. In other countries, even industry is beginning to utilise the benefits of aromatherapy. Some Japanese companies now use their air conditioning systems as giant diffusers, and are dispersing energising oils into the atmosphere to invigorate their work force. Here in Britain, aromatherapy has become far more widely accepted and is being used by many nurses in conjunction with conventional medicine. The NHS area health authorities have even started to appoint Consultant Clinical Aromatherapists. Perhaps one day in the future we will see a fully qualified aromatherapist on every hospital ward.


The popularity of this therapy, still a relatively new practise, can be seen by the rapid rate of growth, both in the numbers of people visiting qualified practitioners and in the huge increase in sales of essential oils. And every day still more people are discovering the bountiful benefits and delights of this ancient art. Not long ago, very few had even heard the term ‘aromatherapy’. Now the proven pleasures of aromatherapy mean that the art of using essential oils for health and beauty is here to stay.
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What is Aromatherapy?


Aromatherapy is a natural therapy – it literally means ‘treatment with aromas’ and uses the fragrant and powerful essential oils to treat a wide range of physical and mental problems. Treatment of the whole human being – body, mind and mood – is very important as the physical body and the mind’s psyche are closely interlinked. A change in one greatly affects the other. In addition to the specific medical uses of aromatherapy, it is very useful to promote general health and wellbeing. Aromatherapy is a truly delightful, safe and enjoyable therapy for people of all ages.


The Dual Action


The essential oils used in aromatherapy work in two different ways. Firstly, through the sense of smell and secondly, via the sense of touch. Massage (in various forms) and the sense of touch is an integral part of aromatherapy.


AROMA


All smells, pleasant or not, are a continuous part of our environment. Each of us has an emotional and instinctive reaction to them. We can say immediately whether we like a smell or not, yet trying to describe one is immensely difficult. The words used to describe fragrances often do so by reference to something else and then only outline the type of smell rather than the specific, for example floral, spicy, green or exotic. Although smell is probably our most underdeveloped sense (in relation to its capacity) we use it more than we realise consciously. It actually accounts for around 80 percent of what we would term ‘taste’. The sense of taste itself is an incredibly blunt sensor and the subtleties of flavouring from our food are more often picked up by the olfactory system in our nose.


Smells can also have an effect without us realising it. Although many products on sale obviously are perfumed (we often choose our shampoo, or indeed a washing powder, by whether or not we like the smell) some products are perfumed to such a small degree that we may not be aware of it. Experiments have shown that consumers prefer the scented article to an identical unscented one. Many shops and restaurants put the aroma from their kitchens and bakeries to work in the selling department – pumping it around to just outside the entrance, we are enticed in by our noses! Supermarkets frequently waft the aroma of freshly baked bread across the bread counter. Nature also puts a high value on the sense of smell: it has been said that it is the first sense to exist in primitive organisms and the last to leave a dying person.


Our sense of smell has a profound and immediate effect on the way we feel. This is because smells access the brain directly, particularly that part which is the emotional hub of the human being. This direct link begins with nerve endings having direct contact with the outside world. Approximately 800 million nerve endings are found in the thin sheet of membrane covering the olfactory organs, located at the top of the nose. Their only function is to detect smells. It is interesting to note that these nerve endings are the only set we have which are self-replenishing – all others gradually deteriorate over time. The ‘scent messages’ are then sent straight to the brain through the olfactory system. In the brain these are received by the limbic system, a part of the brain responsible for controlling our moods and emotions. The limbic system has a huge memory capacity, being able to build up a library of millions of different smells. Nothing evokes a memory more effectively than a smell – a whiff of suntan oil can transport you instantly to a tropical beach, or the scent of freshly cut grass may bring back childhood memories in a flash.


ABSORPTION


Many constituents of essential oils have a very small molecular structure, but not so small that they slip through the skin. Our skin is highly sophisticated and its complex structure actually keep out very much smaller particles, such as bacterium and viruses – so essential oils do not actually penetrate the skin itself (unless via a cut or open wound). Aromatherapists like to say that the hands-on pressure of massage encourages dermal absorption, however, scientists hotly dispute this statement. Medics (including those who specialise in skin permeability) say that no amount of ‘rubbing in’ can push a substance through such an impenetrable barrier as our skin.


However the volatile vapours of essential oils are absorbed into the bloodstream via inhalation – it takes just a few minutes for these aroma-chemicals to enter the bloodstream this way. It’s been demonstrated that after half an hour of aromatherapy massage, these inhaled molecules have been detected via excretion in urine. These vapourised molecules are believed to travel the entire body via an intricate network of blood vessels. The theory is that they are then able to work on the whole body and all its systems. Finally, they are excreted from the body through the natural methods of urine, sweat and breath exhalation.


The inhalation of essential oils is believed by many to be a very powerful way of treating the body. This may be partly because the essential oils themselves are so potent and may posess varied properties. All are antiseptic, some are reputed to be antibiotic, others antifungal, antiviral, or anti-inflammatory. Some essential oils can stimulate the circulatory system or the lymphatic system and may even help activate and strengthen the body’s own natural immune system. Essential oils begin their work immediately, first by affecting our mood and emotion via the limbic system in our brain, then by potentially working throughout the whole body. Specific areas of imbalance and muscle tightness can also be relieved with the therapeutic benefit of specific massage techniques also. This means that specific areas can be targeted while still benefitting the body as a whole.


All the evidence suggests that essential oils do not, in fact, penetrate the skin. However, this does not reduce the value of aromatherapy, it simply changes the mechanism by which it works. Studies show that whether inhaled via the essential oil vapour or absorbed through the skin, essential oils are excreted from the body in breath, perspiration and urine. So it is perfectly possible that they could have a therapeutic effect within the body, especially upon moods and emotions controlled by the brain. And even if some essential oils do penetrate to a small extent through abrasions on the skin, the good news is that there is no evidence of overdose from using a few drops diluted in the bath or in plant oil for massage, even for small children or during pregnancy. Whatever your view, essential oils are wonderful to use in aromatherapy and for many beauty and health treatments. The powerful effects they can have on the brain, together with many antibacterial and anti-inflammatory qualities, make them potential healers in many ways.


TOUCH


Massage is the most important and commonly used medium of aromatherapy. It utilises the action of inhalation of the essential oils within specific massage blends to its utmost and has a great ‘feel good’ factor. Not only this but it exploits fully the healing power of touch. This is no myth, but a natural instinct in all of us. We instinctively rub a bump, bruise, or area of stiffness on ourselves to ease the ache or pain. If someone else is in pain, be it physical or mental, our natural reaction is to give them a hug or simply establish some form of contact, even if it is just by touching their arm. Children are far less inhibited than adults and will even hug themselves when distressed. On the scientific side, it has been shown that touch causes the brain to release chemicals called endorphins which are the natural painkillers of the body. Our sense of touch is not simply a healer, but also necessary for general good health. It has been proven in studies that children who are regularly touched are actually healthier. Consider the importance of contact between mother and baby; if denied this (or similar contact with another person) babies can actually become ill. This need for physical contact remains with all of us throughout our lives. Massage is therefore an immensely useful form of touching. Massage is also especially useful for those who are uncomfortable with physical contact and avoid touching others, as it provides a more formal framework for that contact. This is especially true when visiting a qualified aromatherapist where there may be a degree of anonymity. We should not forget that touch is one of the greatest forms of communication that exist. Between the extremes of making love to that of punching someone in the face, there exists a whole range of messages that can be conveyed through physical contact. These ‘touch’ messages come across with amazing subtlety and tiny nuances, which are perhaps not possible with other methods of communication. What better way to show your feelings for someone you love than by giving them a caring massage?


The Ultimate Antistress Treatment


The combined benefits of aromatherapy make it the ultimate anti-stress treatment. But what exactly is stress? The dictionary reads – strain; physical, emotional or mental pressure. Therefore in today’s modern world of high pressure and noise we are all under stress to varying degrees every day. Being stressed means remaining in a state of high tension. Too often, many of us are inclined to ignore the warning signs given by our bodies and minds and just keep on going.
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