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OF ALL THE TOOLS AND INGREDIENTS USED IN WICCA AND Witchcraft, perhaps none are quite as intriguing and mysterious as magical oils. The scents of myrrh and cedarwood, or perhaps a blend of lavender and clove, seem to instantly awaken something in us that’s beyond our ordinary senses. Essential oils that are blended and charged specifically for magical purposes are arguably the most potent aromatic resources we can have at our disposal. They put us into a different frame of mind—one that is more in touch with the invisible powers of the Universe, and therefore more able to direct those powers to achieve our aims. Magic is all about your state of mind and your ability to focus your intention on the spiritual plane. You can have all the ritual tools, sacred herbs, and charged-up candles in the world, but if you can’t summon the necessary state of mind to send your intention confidently into the Universe, you’re unlikely to get the results you seek.

Since before recorded history, shamans, priests, and healers used scented oils in ritual, magic, and medicine. Oils were used in incense, ointments, tinctures, charms, and other magical creations for almost every purpose under the Sun. And today, Witches still use oils to anoint ritual tools; crystals; talismans, charms, and amulets; and even their own bodies.

Because of their unique effects on the mind of the practitioner, botanical oils provide a direct tie between the natural physical world and the spiritual plane. As with other forms of herbal magic, the use of oils has the potential to transform lives on physical, emotional, and spiritual levels.

This book provides an overview of magical botanical oils and their use in contemporary Witchcraft. While this topic technically extends to using oils to make incense, magical ointments, and other creations, the focus here in this beginner’s guide is on the oils themselves, both as single ingredients and as magical blends. In part one, we’ll examine the power of scent to facilitate a focused state of mind for working magic, the role botanical oils have played as magical ingredients since ancient times, and the significance of the tradition of alchemy in modern oil magic.

Part two covers practical tips for buying and storing essential oils. You’ll also find profiles of thirteen oils commonly used in both healing and contemporary magic, many with histories of ritual and magical use going back for thousands of years. This selection represents a range of scents, plant types, and magical properties, for a well-rounded introduction to the world of magical oils.

Part three presents detailed instructions and tips for creating your own magical blends. You’ll find several blend recipes, some oil-oriented spells to try, and a few ideas for taking your practice further. There’s also a table of correspondence outlining the magical properties of the thirteen featured oils, along with their relationships to specific deities, Zodiac signs, elements, and planets, for those who like to use these correspondences in their spellwork.

By the end of this guide, you will have a solid foundation for incorporating magical oils into your practice. Enjoy the journey, and Blessed Be!
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IMAGINE WALKING INTO A PASTRY SHOP AND CATCHING THE scent of flour and cinnamon, mixed with just a hint of almond and vanilla. The smell takes you straight back to your grandmother’s kitchen, where as a child you watched her mixing and rolling out dough, the warmth of the oven steaming up the edges of the windows. You remember a strong feeling of love and safety, and the delightful anticipation of the delicious treats that would arrive in a short while. You can even begin to remember the faint orange color of the wallpaper and the solid feel of the oak kitchen table, where you rested your forearms as you leaned over to watch her work. Now and then she would look up from her mixing bowls and spoons to give you a smile or a wink, dusting her flour-white hands on her ancient apron. Now the sound of her voice comes into your ears, and a steady stream of childhood memories begins to flow into your awareness. Not for the first time, you’re struck by how simple life was back then, at least compared to now.

Then suddenly you hear the bell on the door of the pastry shop ring. You feel a rush of cold air as the door opens and more customers enter. And just like that, you are yanked out of your childhood self in your grandmother’s kitchen and returned to your present self, fully grown and standing in front of the pastry case, which you realize you have been looking at for what must have been several minutes, without actually registering any of the offerings. Only it hasn’t been several minutes—not even close. It may have felt like ages, but in reality you’ve just taken a vivid journey of many years and many miles in a brief instant. And all because of a single whiff of a combination of flour, cinnamon, almond, and vanilla!

Most of us can relate to this scenario in one form or another. We may not have had grandmothers who baked for us in their kitchens, but everyone has had a childhood filled with physical, emotional, and sensory experiences that contributed to the memories we access from time to time as adults. Many things can elicit a sudden, seemingly “forgotten” memory: a song you haven’t heard in years, a scene from an old movie, a drive through an old childhood neighborhood. But of the five physical senses, it seems that smell is the most instantaneous trigger of memory, and often the most emotionally intense. A particular scent can actually alter our state of mind, transporting us on the wings of timeless connections to places we haven’t been for years or decades, stirring up strong emotions, or simply bringing about a sense of calm well-being.

As our understanding of human biology has evolved, researchers have come to understand more about how our brains interact with olfactory stimuli. They have been able to trace a sort of “aromatic pathway” through the brain. Once a scent is inhaled, it is processed by the olfactory system, which is integrated with the limbic system, where both memory and emotions reside.

Certain scents can trigger long-buried memories, which generally have significant emotional resonance. Whether it’s a positive or negative emotion depends on the memory, rather than on the scent. For example, while cigar smoke might fall into the category of unpleasant scents for most people, if the smell of it reminds you of your dearly departed grandfather, then interacting with that particular scent can be a very pleasant experience. Likewise, the scent of lilacs that others find pleasing might trigger in you a memory of a stressful environment where you used to work, or a past romantic relationship that ended in heartbreak. So while we can often agree on which scents are enjoyable and which are repulsive, we still have individual preferences rooted in life experience, as well as our own unique sense of smell.

It’s interesting to note that although memory and emotion are interconnected, the memory itself doesn’t have to be consciously recalled in order for an emotional response to occur. A scent reaches our emotional center whether or not we can make a logical connection to it, because the olfactory system sends it directly there, bypassing the parts of the brain responsible for reason and logical thinking. Even more interestingly, new scents can actually create entirely new experiences in the brain, transporting us to new realms of thought and emotion that aren’t filtered through our logical minds.

The power of scent, and the implications of that power, have been recognized by humans for thousands of years. Perfumes and incense made from fragrant plants have been manufactured in one form or another since at least the Bronze Age, and the Incense Trade Route brought merchants from North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula to the Mediterranean from as early as the thirteenth century BCE. Today’s perfume industry as a whole is estimated to be over $30 billion and growing, and it encompasses far more than just body fragrances in fancy bottles. Many businesses have begun using “scent branding,” commissioning tailored scents to diffuse into their space so that the customer will have a certain response, such as feeling welcomed and at home in a hotel lobby or feeling like they should stock up on extra food at the grocery store. The creators of these fragrances understand that people usually respond instinctively, rather than rationally, to scent. The aim is to create emotional connections between the business and its customers. Such is the power of scent on the human psyche!
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Natural Magic

Witches and other practitioners of magic are very familiar with the relationship between scent and the mind. For millennia, fragrance has been used to facilitate magical and spiritual transformation, often in the form of scented oils or incense (or both). Today, incense is still a key part of ritual and magic in many Wiccan and other Pagan traditions. As richly scented smoke wafts throughout a sacred space, it brings about a state of mind that is unconcerned, for the time being, with the mundane details of life. As we leave behind the chattering “monkey mind” of normal waking consciousness, with all of its attendant logic and reason, we enter a more trancelike place. We are more able to go within and connect with our higher selves, our deities, our spirit guides, or whatever our personal belief system defines as the power that aids us in transforming our reality.
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It could be argued that we actually need to bypass the centers of logic and reason in our own brains in order to work successful magic. Indeed, magic requires a kind of suspension of disbelief before it can become truly real for us. After all, most of us have been raised in a culture that tells us magic is merely the stuff of fiction and fantasy. If you’re reading this book, you’ve obviously got some degree of belief in magic as a real phenomenon. Even so, unless you’re lucky enough to have been raised by practicing Witches, you likely have some cultural conditioning that can hinder your ability to focus purely on your intention.
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And make no mistake, focused intention is absolutely required for successful magic. No matter what tools you’re working with—oils, herbs, candles, crystals, poppets, ritual dance, incantations, or even just simple visualization—magic always boils down to the same basic equation. You are joining your personal power, or energy, with that of the Universe to create a desired change in your life. Whether that change is related to material abundance, physical well-being, relationships, or spiritual advancement, your focus must be on the absolute knowing that your goal will materialize, even though you usually can’t see how it will happen with your logical mind. One of the best ways to maintain a strong focused belief like this is to summon the emotion that you will feel once your desire has come into being, and channel that energy into the magical work. Since scent is so powerfully connected to emotion, and essentially unrelated to logic, it makes for a natural ally in all kinds of magical work.

Witches use scent in magic in a variety of forms, including the aforementioned incense as well as smudge sticks, potpourri, and fragrant oils (whether naturally derived or synthetic). A smudge stick typically consists of a bundle of dried fragrant plants, whether it’s a single herb (like sage) or a combination of two or more plants, (like cedar and lavender). It is burned somewhat like incense but generally at a faster pace and with more smoke. Incense is typically made from fragrant plant materials such as tree resins, tree bark, flowers, or roots. More recently, essential oils have also found their way into incense blends. Potpourri is similar to incense, but is simmered in water over a heat source rather than burned. (This is not to be confused with store-bought, synthetically fragranced, and dyed potpourri that isn’t meant to be simmered.)

Essential oils as we know them today are actually fairly new in the grand scheme of things, as we will see later on. However, fragrant botanical oils, usually in the form of vegetable or nut oils infused with aromatic plant material, have been around for as long as we have records of ritual and magical activity. Both types of oil are powerful magical tools, and not only because of the scent component. There is another aspect, beyond scent and its effect on the mind of the magician, that makes essential oils such wonderful magical tools: the inherent magical properties of herbs, trees, and other plants.
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Spell ingredients that physically embody the elements of Nature—crystals and stones, feathers and water, and even light—in the form of the color spectrum—carry within them their own magical energies, or their own unique manifestations of Universal energy. These energies are often called magical properties, particularly when it comes to colors, crystals, and herbs, but some magical traditions also assign specific properties to particular types of flowers, seashells, and other natural items. These tools of Nature lend their energy to the magician’s power—for we ourselves are also unique manifestations of Universal energy. With this extra power “boost” added to our own, we send our focused intention out into the Universe.
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In the case of botanical oils, the boost of power comes from the energies of the trees, shrubs, flowers, and other plants that are transformed into liquid form. Plants themselves are living beings, with their own living intelligence that works in perfect harmony with nature. Plants actually embody all four physical elements, via soil (Earth), sunlight (Fire), rain (Water), and oxygen (Air), and they participate in a growth cycle that is interdependent with the rest of their environment. Plants are also our allies in maintaining our own well-being: they are integral nutritive components of a healthy diet and essential ingredients in healing modalities—from physical healing to treatments that address emotional and spiritual well-being. For example, chamomile tea can calm inner turbulence, and simply sitting against the trunk of a tree can be grounding as well as uplifting. And, of course, plants have magical properties as well, which are highly concentrated in the form of essential oils.

To understand more about the power of fragrant botanical oils, let’s take a brief look at how our spiritual forebears in the Craft used them in ritual, magic, and healing. We’ll also explore the evolution of botanical oils from their rustic beginnings to their modern incarnations in the form of essential oils. Then we’ll dive into the mysterious world of Hermetic alchemy, an ancestral form of modern oil magic, as well as aromatherapy, to which we owe the luxurious variety of magical oils available today.
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