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      Introduction


      HOT stone massage is one of the most well recognized types of massage therapy offered today around the world. Developed over thousands of years and in many different cultures, hot stone massage is one of the purest forms of healing, involving a unique way of transferring the earth’s heat energy into the body. At a much higher temperature than human hands, hot stones radiate intense, but safe warmth that penetrates deeply to relax and heal. Sometimes known as river rock massage or geo-thermal therapy, hot stone massage is now helping people in health spas and salons worldwide.


      Hot stone massage is one of the world’s oldest therapeutic treatments and, as such, is still used today for a wide range of health problems, including insomnia, anxiety, arthritis, joint pain and depression. As documented in various scientific journals, heated stones improve circulation, relieve pain, and can help treating depression, anxiety, circulatory problems and arthritis among others.


      While mastering the ancient art and application of hot stone massage can take years of study and practice, this book wants to empower the reader in knowing the most important aspects of such increasing popular therapy. It is a complete guide to hot stone massage, from its roots in ancient civilizations, to how it is practiced in different ways around the world today. The book also provides clear and simple explanations about giving a hot stone massage, including essential requirements for performing the massage correctly. Step by step instructions will show how to apply hot stone massage to different parts of the body, effectively and confidently.


      A brief explanation of the techniques used, the different kinds of stones commonly used around the world will be introduced then in order to permit the reader to better pick the right therapy in the next spa visit.
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      Chapter 1



      History of hot stone massage


      THE soothing effect of applying hot stones in a gently massaging motion to ease the pains and the stresses of life appears to be as old as human civilization. Given the fact that the only technology required to prepare the stones was and is the ability to heat water, the practice developed as soon as human understood how to control fire. While the ancient use of stones is well known in archaeological records, they have always been commonly thought of as tools, weapons and building materials rather than objects used to help the body to recover. Nevertheless, the healing properties of warm stones were already available to some of the world’s earliest modern human civilizations.


      Early evidence of the use of stones for healing the body has been found throughout China, India, Europe, Americas and Africa as well as on islands in the Pacific Ocean. The Chinese, for example, used heated stones over 2,000 years ago as a way to improve vital organ functions. North and South America, Europe, India, Africa and Egypt also have a long dated history of using stones as means of relaxation and medical purposes.


      In other parts of the world, people used to wear stones for healing and protection purposes or to use hot stones as part of their treatments. Each civilization contributed uniquely to the use of heated stones and with time gave rise to new forms of hot stone massaging techniques that can still be found in spa or beauty salons in our times.


      Regardless of the origin, each type of hot stone massage carried the same goal of healing a specific part of the body through the use of heat. The ancient history of hot stones massage will help us draw connections with nowadays’ techniques with those used in the past.


      China


      WHILE archaeological findings point to the use of hot stones for healing in many ancient cultures, China was one of the first civilizations to record treatments and applications of this kind. China has a long-standing history in hot stones for healing the body dating back to more than 2,000 years. During the early Chinese dynasty of Qin, people would use hot stones as a way to improve their health and internal organs’ functions. Chinese doctors would use the sharp edges of stones and press them firmly against their patient’s body to treat diseases. During the Shang dynasty (1600 to 1050 BCE) extensive records of using hot stones for relieving muscle pain were produced. We know for example that stones called ‘BianShi’ (sharp edged) were used to improve vital body organs such as liver. Chinese doctors would place flat hot stones along soldiers’ back instead to relieve them from accumulated stress during fights. The use of hot stones was not only limited to relaxing and healing the body but also to calm the mind. Several monks’ practices in fact used hot stones to allow deeper meditation and connection with the mind.


      Africa


      HOT stones were also mentioned in ancient African civilizations among the healing techniques used by local populations. Major archaeological records show how Egyptians would place the stones on their legs at the end of the day to provide relief from muscle pain. It is believed that this technique was passed to Egyptians from Eastern civilizations.


      India


      THE development of sophisticated and effective healing practices in India can be traced back to many thousands of years. Hot stone massage was commonly present in the Indian sub-continent since more than 5000 years ago. It is known that Ayurveda practitioners used rocks found near rivers for treating pain and other kinds of pain. There is also evidence in historical ancient sacred Indian text (such as the Vedas) of the use of hot stones on pregnant women. While traditional Chinese hot stone contributed to the development of body energy systems leading to the modern technique of acupuncture, the unique contribution of the Indian tradition to the concept of hot stone massage was combining the body’s energy centers (Chakra) with the use of heated stones to re-balance the energy flow throughout the body.


      Pacific Islands


      HOT stone massage was also very popular in the Hawaii islands where stones, known as Pohaku and Wai (large black basalt stones), were warmed up in the volcanic waters. The main belief among Hawaiians was that the stones were carrying special energies from the Earth. These energies were believed to transfer to the person’s body through the massage for immediate relaxation and rejuvenation. After the stones had reached temperatures of around 50 to 60 degrees Celsius (122 to 140F), they were placed along the body. The hot stone massage therapy used here was very unique. A gentle vibration was in fact applied by the local therapist when placing the stones on the patient so that to provide a deeper tissue relaxation. After the treatment, local villagers would expect to benefit in their joints movements, blood circulation and lymphatic drainage. The immediate improvement in symptoms of pain and stiffness has reinforced in time the belief in the curative powers of the stones.


      Europe


      HOT stones were vastly used in Europe since the 5th century BC (e.g. Greece and Roman civilizations). Greece had a long history in the use of hot stones for treating different kinds of medical conditions. In the Roman Empire, instead, the use of hot stones dates back to 27 B.C. The Roman baths originated right from the use of hot stones. Romans would use hot stones interchangeably with cold marble stones as a collaborative effort with saunas for achieving a cooling effect.


      During the Renaissance times, hot stone massaging was also popular among the royal families. There are historical records that indicate that Mary Stuart, Queen of Scotland used to benefit from hot stone massage treatments. Around the late 18th Century, an English surgeon at Oxford University, John Grosvenor, eventually explained the beneficial use of the different kinds of massage, especially that in which hot stones were used.


      South America


      IN South America people have also long been aware of the healing properties of hot stones. For example, there are extensive records indicating the popular use of hot stone massage in Brazil by populations living in the deep rain forest. Due to the wet climate of the tropics, locals have always been familiar to hot and humid feelings. This awareness allowed them to understand the connection existing between the heated stones and the improvements obtained in the body functions when the stones were placed on their body.


      North America


      Native Americans used hot stones in sweat lodges, for spiritual and healing purposes. Sweating was believed to be a way to help to flush out the excessive amount of toxins and other bacteria, as well as to relax and invigorate the body. The use of hot stones for encouraging the release of sweat has been passed along generations and forms now an unbroken link with the healing and cultural beliefs of the Native American ancestors.


      The modern hot stones therapies have also born in the United States. Mary Nelson, a recognized massage therapist from Tucson, Arizona, reintroduced the concept of hot stone massage in North America in 1993 [3]. Based on personal researches, she heavily popularized the idea of deep tissue therapy through the use of hot stones. She travelled around the globe to teach her therapy of hot stone massage and trained thousands of therapists and health care professionals. With her work, she set the standards in use by modern therapies in spas and beauty salons. Hot stone massage in the world has become now a multi-million dollar industry with online stone kits, courses with final certificates and tools sold to customers.


      Regardless the commercial nature behind the modern hot stones massage, the therapy continue to prove successful to people undertaking it as much as it did thousands of years ago.
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