





[image: ]













[image: ]






[image: ]













[image: ]











A Rockpool book


PO Box 252


Summer Hill, NSW 2130


Australia


rockpoolpublishing.co


Follow us! [image: ] rockpoolpublishing


Tag your images with #rockpoolpublishing


Copyright text © Dr Ravi Ratan 2021


Copyright design © Rockpool Publishing 2021


ISBN 9781925924572


Cover by Tracy Loughlin, Rockpool Publishing


Typesetting by Jessica Le, Rockpool Publishing




[image: ]
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About the author


Dr Ravi Ratan is a leading aromatherapist based in India. He is descended from a long line of healers and teachers, who inspired him to become a healer, too. As well as holding two Masters degrees, Dr Ratan has a Doctorate of Science (Medicina Alternativa) from the Open International University of Alternative Medicine.


After working for more than thirty years in the perfume industry, Dr Ratan discovered the healing potential of natural essential oils. Aromatherapy became his passion, especially the healing and therapeutic potential of essential oils on a physical as well as psychological level. Motivated by his successful results in healing and healthcare, Dr Ratan has focused on complete body therapy.


Dr Ravi Ratan has undertaken extensive clinical research work on the use of essential oils for health and healing, and has created an aromatherapy workout regimen for the physical body focusing on problem areas and identifying causes and aromatherapy solutions. He now trains beauticians, alternative therapists and health club professionals in his methods.


In his aromatherapy practice, Dr Ratan combines ancient Ayurvedic wisdom with modern aromatherapy principles – Vedic Aromatherapy – and creates unique blends for health and healing. Prominent among these are his anointments for seven chakras (the body’s energy centres), which have been found very effective in restoring the healthy balance of mind, body and spirit. They have been used effectively by Dr Ratan’s wife, Minoo Ratan, a practising psycho-aromatherapist and healer, in the treatment of psychosomatic disorders and other chronic conditions. Thus, the fundamentals of five elements and three gunas (properties) have been used to select various essential oils for chakra healing and balancing.


Both Ravi and Minoo Ratan have done extensive healing work in Vedic aromatherapy, using essential oils for chakra energising and harmonising, and together they wrote Journey Through the Chakras. They have received extensive media coverage.


As well as therapies and healing including emotional release work, Dr Ratan conducts regular training programs and workshops in Aromatherapy (Basic and Advanced), Chakras and Crystals Healing, and Aroma Massages with Manual Lymphatic Drainage (MLD) in the USA, UK, Australia, India, Canada and Dubai.


Dr Ratan can be found at www.aromatantra.com









This book is dedicated to my father, the late Dr Sushil Kumar Sharma, renowned physician and surgeon from Muzaffarnagar, UP, India. I always admired his healing touch and dedication to his profession. While assisting him at his clinic during vacations, I saw him working on non-healing ulcers, bedsores and gangrenous wounds. I wish he would have looked at the healing powers of essential oils. It is his blessing that I can now use essential oils in healing all these conditions. He has always been a source of inspiration.
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Foreword


‘That which cures is medicine;
 that which heals is therapy.’


– Dr Minoo Ratan


Today, the world over, alternative and complementary therapies are being re-invoked and re-established to enable humankind to regain lost healthfulness. Aromatherapy is one of the safest and most effective complementary therapies, which can be used in conjunction with almost all other therapies and systems of healing. It works on us at physical, physiological and psychological levels.


Most human ailments begin in the mind. Psychosomatic disorders (PSD) are responsible for a great share of sales of over-the-counter medications, mainly for stress, anxiety and depression. Psychotherapy harmonises the agonised mind while aromatherapy acts as a support system for the mind as well as the diseased physical body and physiology. Empirical studies with aromatherapy have shown that it is most effective in increasing the body’s immune system, ensuring that patients regain the confidence to fight back. The essential oils used in aromatherapy provide the necessary support to the immune system, since all essential oils are therapeutic in nature. Most are antiseptic, antibacterial and antiviral, while some are anti-fungal, rejuvenating, hormone-balancing, diuretic or have other specialised properties.


Coming from a family of medical practitioners, I have always been interested in healing and my interest in the mystical world of essential oils has grown each time they have given a result better than expected. Some of my clients have called these results ‘miraculous’, especially for the treatment of chronic conditions like bedsores, non-healing ulcers, and in postoperative recovery. Meanwhile my wife, Dr Minoo, a practising psycho-aromatherapist, has given me feedback on various formulations I’ve prepared for her patients, mainly for the treatment of psychosomatic disorders. Essential Oils contains not only our experience in the treatment of disorders, but also a sprinkle from a range of students in the field of health and healing.


Another dimension of essential oils I have explored is their use with Ayurvedic principles for healing and balancing the chakras. The chakra anointments I have created using the elements and gunas (properties) of the plants can also be used for treating physical, physiological and psychosomatic disorders.


This book provides comprehensive knowledge to enhance the understanding of beginners as well as professionals. It has been divided into four main parts. Part I covers the materia medica (the essential and carrier oils) in detail, followed by Part II on aromatherapy applications and methods of use. Part III is devoted to aromatic body and beauty therapy including how to take a case history and how to analyse the conditions to be focused on. For convenience and understanding, this section covers each part of the body (head to toe) separately, covering the problems, causes and aromatherapy solutions for each. Part IV covers the treatment of common ailments. Finally, the appendixes include detailed information on evening primrose oil, a ready reference guide to the therapeutic uses of essential oils and a handy glossary of terms.


I am delighted to share my knowledge and experience with my readers with this new edition.
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PART I

What
 is
 aromatherapy?
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Understanding aromatherapy


Aromatherapy is the use of aromatic essences or oils extracted from plants for therapeutic purposes. Derived from the Greek word meaning ‘spice’, today the word ‘aroma’ is used more broadly to mean ‘fragrance’. ‘Therapy’ means curative treatment. However ‘aromatherapy’ is a misnomer, giving the impression that the therapy works only by the sense of smell, whereas it also works by skin absorption, for example, when an essential oil is added to a carrier (such as a cream or lotion) for topical application.


Aromatherapy is a form of complementary medicine, like herbalism or Ayurveda, which draws on the healing powers of the plant world. However, instead of using the whole or a specific part of the plant, it employs only its essential oils. In Indian mythology, Lord Vishnu is the sustainer of the universe. One of his forms is Dhanwantri, the supreme Vaidya (physician). He propagated three forms of medicine: churan (medicine in solid form, such as a powder mix or vatis/tablets), medicine in liquid form (herbal extracts, tisanes, etc.) and medicine in gaseous form (plant essential oils, which are highly volatile and start evaporating when exposed to air). It is the medicine in gaseous form that forms the basis of modern aromatherapy. In Ayurvedic practice, the essential oils are the most potent of the three medications and usually administered to treat severe and chronic conditions.


Plant essential oils are a complex synergistic mix of organic chemicals with varied therapeutic effects. This makes an essential oil or a combination of essential oils versatile in their therapeutic effect, working at a physical, physiological and psychological level.


Aromatherapy can be used on two levels: aesthetic and medical. Aesthetically it can be used for skin, hair and beauty care as well as massage, daily wellbeing, natural fragrance and environmental cleansing and disinfecting. Medically it can be used to relieve physical, physiological and psychological imbalances. The advantage is that it can be used in conjunction with traditional medicine and all other therapeutic practices or healing work.
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History and origin of aromatherapy


Humans have always been dependent on the nutritional and therapeutic value of the plant world and the use of plants to cure diseases is as old as the human race itself. Animals, too, seek out particular herbs or grasses when they are unwell. Aromatic substances also played important roles in the medicinal practices of the Hebrew, Arabic and Indian civilisations. In the Indian epic Ramayana, a herb called Sanjeevani booti was administered to Laxman, the younger brother of Lord Ram, by crushing the leaves. When he inhaled the released aroma, Laxman revived after falling unconscious during the great battle with Ravana.


As mentioned earlier, the ancient Indian healing science of Ayurveda also uses plant essential oils; the difference is that aromatherapy uses the essential oils only while in Ayurveda the whole or part of the plant are also used.


The ancient Egyptians used aromatherapy as a way of life. At about the time the Chinese were developing acupuncture, the Egyptians were using aromatic oils and balsamic substances in both religious rituals and medicine. Records dating back to 4500 BC tell of perfumed oils, scented barks and resins, spices, aromatic vinegars, wines and beers used in medicine, ritual, astrology and embalming. The famous Egyptian art of embalming has echoes of today’s aromatherapy principles. The embalmers knew of the natural antiseptic and antibiotic properties of plants and how these could be utilised in the process of preserving human bodies. Traces of resins like galbanum, frankincense and myrrh along with spices like clove, cinnamon and nutmeg have been isolated from the bandages of mummies. When Tutankhamen’s tomb was opened in 1922, many pots were found containing substances such as myrrh and frankincense (both derived from tree resins). These were used medicinally as well as for making perfume, the two being interchangeable at that time.


Translations of hieroglyphics inscribed on papyri and stelae found in the Temple of Edfu (built between 237–57 BC) indicate that aromatic substances were blended to specific formulations by high priests and alchemists to make perfumes and medicinal potions. The priests knew of the power of certain odours to raise the spirits or promote tranquillity. A favourite perfume of the time was kyphi, a mixture of sixteen different essences – including myrrh and juniper – which was inhaled to heighten the senses and spiritual awareness of the priests. The incenses used in contemporary religious rituals serve much the same purpose.


While the Egyptians perfected the art of using the essences of plants to control emotion, putrefaction and disease, new discoveries about the medicinal power of plants were being made elsewhere. The Greeks developed medicine from part-superstition to science. Hippocrates (470–360 BC), popularly known as the father of modern medicine, was the first physician to base medical knowledge and treatment on accurate observation. One of his beliefs, that a daily aromatic bath and scented massage were a way to health, is the central principle of today’s aromatherapy. Hippocrates was aware of the antibacterial properties of certain plants and when an epidemic of plague broke out in Athens he urged the people to burn aromatic plants at the corners of the street to protect themselves and prevent the plague from spreading.


This was a time when botanical knowledge was expanding, reaching its peak in the Historia plantarum (Enquiry into Plants) of Theophrastus (c. 371–287 BC), the so-called Father of Botany. At this time, there were ‘immigrant’ Greek physicians and seekers of knowledge who dominated the medical world. One of these was Dioscorides, a Greek surgeon in Nero’s army, who between 70 and 50 BC wrote De Materia Medica (On Medical Material), one of the most comprehensive textbooks on the properties and uses of medicinal plants. He recorded details such as when a plant and its active principles might be at its most powerful. This indisputable fact of plant life, depending on time of day, time of the year and state of development, is utilised by the essential oil industry today. For instance, the poppy’s yield in the morning is four times greater than in the evening. Jasmine’s perfume and therefore the powers of its oil are strongest in the evening; this is why jasmine flowers are still picked at night in India for their aromatic properties.


The Romans, who were more interested in the culinary properties of plants than the medical, had enormous influence in the field of botany. Many herbal plants including parsley, fennel and lovage were introduced to Britain by the Romans. The middle ages in Europe (from approximately the sixth century to the Renaissance in the fourteenth century) was not an inspired period in terms of medical advancements. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were the times of the great herbals in Europe, when knowledge grew in leaps and bounds, with the founding of the Royal Society in Britain in 1663. Alongside this was the growth of a scientific approach to medicine, although belief in the therapeutic principles of essential oils co-existed. By the end of the eighteenth century, essential oils were widely used in medicine. Once chemistry began to flourish as a discipline and plant cures could be synthesised in the laboratory – cures that were stronger and faster in action – aromatherapy and its oils began to lose their place in pharmacopeia.


Aromatherapy in the twentieth century


Dr Rene Maurice Gattefosse, a French perfumery scientist, is credited with the reincarnation of aromatherapy as a form of medicine, coining the term Aromatherapie, when he published a book by the same name in 1937 to describe the therapeutic action of aromatic plant essences. He explained at length the properties of essential oils and their methods of application, with examples of their antiseptic, bactericidal, antiviral and anti-inflammatory properties. He described how in 1910, after burning his hand in the laboratory, he plunged the hand into the nearest container, which happened to contain essential oil of lavender. He was astonished to find how quickly the pain ceased and the skin healed.


In association with a medical practitioner, Dr Jean Valnet, Dr Gattefosse continued to experiment with essential oils such as thyme, clove, chamomile and lemon, using men in the military hospital as his subjects during the First World War, with astounding results. Later the work was continued by Dr Valnet, who had to resort to the use of essential oils due to a shortage of antibiotics during the Second World War. Dr Valnet was a holder of the Légion d’honneur and founded the Société française de phytothérapie et d’aromathérapie, of which he was also the president. He published The Practice of Aromatherapy in 1980.


Until the Second World War, essential oils of cinnamon, clove, lemon, thyme and chamomile were used as natural disinfectants and antiseptics to fumigate hospital wards and sterilise instruments used in surgery and dentistry. The contemporary use of mainly cold-pressed vegetable oils as carriers for essential oils was introduced by French biochemist Marguerite Maurey, who was married to an Austrian homeopath. After extensive study of the absorption of essential oils through the skin, she recommended the use of vegetable oils as the carriers in aromatherapy. She extended the scope of her work, bringing aromatherapy into the world of aesthetics and cosmetology, allying medicine, health and beauty.


Aromatherapy today


Aromatherapy is now widely practised and accepted in America, Europe, Britain and all developed countries, along with other forms of alternative medicine, collectively known as complementary systems of healing. Due to the side effects of synthetic drugs, the medicinal world is turning once again to natural remedies and healing practices. Using a synthetic drug to kill harmful bacteria is like cracking a nut with a sledgehammer: not only do they kill the harmful bacteria, they also destroy beneficial bacteria present in the body. Natural remedies such as essential oils, on the other hand, may act slowly in an antibiotic sense but while killing off the bacteria they also raise the body’s immune system to strengthen its resistance to further attack. At the same time, they help the system rejuvenate itself, which is one of the most positive long-term effects of essential oils. The beneficial effect essential oils can have on the mind gives an added dimension to their use in healing.


All essential oils help to balance emotions to some degree and individually they may be noted for their stimulating, uplifting, relaxing or euphoric properties. At a psychological level, they can revive a tired mind and stimulate the memory. Interestingly, the area of the brain associated with smell is also that in which the memory is stored and aromas have been effectively used to stimulate the minds of those suffering from amnesia. Essential oils also increase our finest vibrations and assist the subtle body. They can stimulate and assist in the process of awakening, healing and opening the chakras, and strengthening the aura. To understand that aspect of essential oils we have to incorporate the Ayurvedic and tantric dimensions.


Observations of the effectiveness of essential oils are gradually being backed by studies taking place in parts of Central Europe, the USA, Australia and the UK. All essential oils appear to be antiseptic and bactericidal to some degree and some may also be helpful in the treatment of viral infections that are resistant to all known orthodox medicines. Many essential oils have the potential to stimulate healthy cell renewal and growth, and to regulate and restore the balance of the mind and body systems. Essential oils are noted, too, for their ability to reduce stress and stimulate sluggish circulation. These qualities, combined with their regenerative powers, give strength to claims that they boost the immune system.


With the renewed interest in natural and complementary therapies, essential oils offer a new approach to holistic health and healing beyond beauty and spa treatments, in particular as a way to good health or rehabilitation therapy.
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Nature of
 essential oils


Essential oils are the odoriferous liquid components of plants. They influence growth and reproduction, attract pollinating insects, repel predators and protect the plant from disease. Unlike ‘fixed’ or fatty oils, they are highly volatile, which means they evaporate if exposed to the air. Many essences have the consistency of water or alcohol, including lavender, chamomile and rosemary. Others, such as myrrh and vetiver, are viscous, or thick and sticky, and still others, such as the exquisite rose otto, are semi-solid at room temperature but become liquid with the slightest warmth.


Essential oils are stored in tiny oil glands or sacs which are concentrated in different parts of the plant. They may be found in the petals (rose), leaves (eucalyptus), roots of grass (vetiver), heartwood (sandalwood), rind of the fruit (lemon), seeds (caraway), rhizomes (ginger) and sometimes in more than one part of the plant. Lavender, for instance, yields oil from both the flowers and the leaves, while the orange tree produces three differently scented essences with varying therapeutic properties: the heady bittersweet neroli (flower blossom) and a similar though less refined essence of petitgrain (leaves) and the cheery orange (rind/skin of the fruit). The more oil glands present in the plant, the cheaper the oil, and vice versa. For instance, 100 kilograms of lavender yields almost 3 litres of essential oil, whereas 1000 kilograms of rose petals yields only half a litre.


Each essential oil is a complex synergistic mix of various organic chemicals and represents the dynamic healing properties of the plant. It is believed to contain its life force, having certain therapeutic or balancing effects. Because of this synergy, essential oils do not disturb the body’s natural balance, or homeostasis; if one component has a strong effect another component acts as a balancer, or quencher, therefore making essential oils highly versatile and safe in healing practice. Essential oils are highly concentrated substances and rarely used neat, though neat lavender essence is sometimes used in first aid and as an antiseptic.


In aromatherapy, inhalation, application and baths are the principal methods used to encourage essential oils to enter the body. Because essential oils are highly volatile, evaporating readily on exposure to air, and when inhaled may enter the body via the olfactory system, when diluted and applied externally, essential oil molecules may permeate the skin. Bath treatments enable you to both inhale and absorb the oils. Once within your system, essential oils will work to re-establish harmony and revitalise those systems or organs where there is a malfunction or lack of balance.


Essential oils also act on the central nervous system. Some will relax (chamomile, lavender, rose otto); others will stimulate (rosemary, jasmine, black pepper, eucalyptus). A few have the ability to ‘normalise’, for example, hyssop can raise low blood pressure and lower high blood pressure. Likewise, bergamot and geranium can either sedate or stimulate according to individual needs. Some researchers have indicated that essential oils can increase atmospheric oxygen and provide negative ions, inhibiting bacterial growth, thereby rendering them antibacterial and anti-infectious.
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How essential
 oils work


Essential oils are used as a gentle approach to healthcare, to aid skincare, soothe and promote relaxation and simply to seduce us with the world of fragrant treasures. These oils work on us at physical, physiological and psychological levels. At a psychological level they work through inhalation, while skin application helps at the physical and physiological level. Essential oils are also beneficial at the subtle level for cleansing the aura and chakras; along with cleansing the environment from negative energies, this has been the reason for their use in spiritual practices.


Psychological effect


The part of the brain that identifies aromas is called the limbic section, or the central part of the brain; it is also responsible for our memory and emotions. When inhaled, essential oil molecules are taken directly to the olfactory system, which is a patch of cells located on the roof of our nose. These cells have minute, hair-like protrusions called cilia which register and transmit information about the aromas to our brain via the olfactory nerve, which is directly connected to the brain. When electrochemical messages about the odour are forwarded to the limbic section of the brain, it triggers the release of neurotransmitters, which may result in relaxing, uplifting, sedative or euphoric effects on our body through hormones released by our pituitary gland. The balancing effect essential oils can have on the mind lends an added dimension to their use in healing stress-related/psychosomatic disorders. All essential oils help to balance emotions to some degree.


Physical/physiological effects


When dissolved in a carrier oil and rubbed into the skin or when dispersed in water used for a bath, tiny essential oil molecules, being volatile in nature, readily permeate the skin via the skin pores and hair follicles.


They reach the body’s circulatory system through the lymphatic vessels. Once in the bloodstream they are transported around the body and are filtered through to the bodily fluids, passing their therapeutic benefits to the entire body. Since essential oils with inherent therapeutic properties are able to keep infection at bay, they boost the entire functioning of the immune system.


Effect of essential oils on biofrequency


For years, research has been conducted on the use of electrical energy to reverse disease. Scientists in the field of natural and energy healing have believed there has to be a more natural way to increase the body’s electrical frequency. This led to the research into and subsequent discovery of electrical frequencies in essential oils.


Every living thing has energy which can be measured in terms of electrical frequency. Frequency is a measurable rate of electrical energy that is constant between any two points. Considerable research has been done; Robert O Becker, MD, documented the electrical frequency of the human body in his book called The Body Electric. Bruce Tainio of Tainio Technology in Cheney, Washington, developed a way to measure the biofrequency of humans and foods using biofrequency monitors to determine the relationship between frequency and disease. Measuring in megahertz, it was found that a healthy body typically has a frequency ranging from 62 to 78 megahertz (MHz), while the process of disease sets in at 58 MHz. This energy level gets disturbed even by a single negative thought. In studies it was observed that negative thoughts lowered the measured frequency of a person up to 12 MHz and positive thoughts raised the measured frequency by 10 MHz. It was also found that prayer and meditation increased the measured frequency levels by 15 MHz. This gives credence to the idea that prolonged levels of stress, anxiety, depression, etc., result in lowering the body’s energy as well as immunity levels, allowing disease to set in, as the case is in all psychosomatic disorders.


It was also observed in those studies that processed food had a zero to minimal MHz frequency, fresh produce measured up to 15 MHz, dried herbs from 12–22 MHz and fresh herbs from 20–27 MHz. Essential oils have been found to have the highest frequency of natural substances, starting at 52 MHz and going as high as 320 MHz, the frequency of rose oil. In this sense, the chemistry and frequencies of essential oils have the ability to help us maintain optimal health frequency providing an environment where microbes cannot live.


When essential oils were diffused it was observed that patients felt better emotionally, within seconds of exposure to the oils, and inhalation of the same resulted in them feeling calmer and less anxious. It is fascinating to see the way the oils work on the body; certain oils acted within seconds while others acted in 1–3 minutes; when oil was applied to the feet it could travel to the head and take effect within a minute. With such positive results, more and more studies are being initiated in this field.
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Aroma chemistry


The way plants make essential oils gives some insight into their complexity. The primary and secondary metabolism of the plants has been the subject of study for organic- and biochemists. The chemical components of an essential oil are produced during the second stage of biosynthesis and thus are secondary metabolites. (Secondary metabolites are those chemical compounds in organisms that are not directly involved in the normal growth, development or reproduction of an organism.)


A distilled essential oil is a mixture of various organic chemicals, some of which are present as natural constituents of the oil at the time of distillation, others are formed during processing by the hydrolysis of glycosides, while a few are formed by partial decomposition of delicate natural components.


The chemistry of essential oils is complex. The components of the essential oils can broadly be classified as terpenes, esters, aldehydes, ketones, alcohols, phenols and oxides. Since essential oils are composed of a wide range of different chemicals, they all have different therapeutic effects and affect the body in different ways. This explains why a single essential oil can have a wide range of therapeutic properties. Lavender, for example, balances the central nervous system and is also a wonderful skin-healing agent for problems such as athlete’s foot, bedsores, acne and eczema. The essential oil can also be used in the bath or blended into a massage oil for a relaxing or therapeutic massage to relieve conditions like muscular pain and rheumatism, and much more. It is interesting to note that resins such as frankincense and myrrh containing resin alcohols have a similar chemical structure to human steroids (the male and female hormones). Whether resin alcohols exert a hormone-stimulating effect on humans has not been officially proven. Much more research into this area is needed before we dare jump to any firm conclusions.


The gas chromatograph can separate out the main components of essential oils by looking at the ‘chemical fingerprint’ produced. However, the pattern of the living essence is complex, well beyond the chemist’s ability to replicate the exact aroma by mixing together the various chemical components. Something is always missing in the ‘nature identical’ version. Following are the main components and therapeutic effects of the isolated constituents found in essential oils.


Terpenes make up the largest single group of compounds in essential oils. Normally their name ends in ‘-ene’. Terpenes are made up of a chain of 5 carbon atoms, one of them having a double bond, known as an isoprene unit. Depending on the number of isoprene units in a terpenic compound, it can be classified as monoterpene, sesquiterpene or diterpene.


Monoterpenes are composed of two isoprene units. This is the basic terpene, making up the largest group of terpenes. They are light molecules, hence evaporate quickly when exposed to air, thus represent themselves in top notes. Since the isoprenes making the terpenes have double bonds, they are prone to oxidation, therefore they are photosensitive. Essential oils rich in terpenes have a short shelf life.


Common monoterpenes include limonene (an antiviral agent found in 90 per cent of citrus oils), pinene (an antiseptic found in high concentrations in pine and turpentine oils), camphene and myrcene. They are mild antiseptics and have an uplifting and stimulating effect on the nervous system.


Sesquiterpenes are composed of three isoprene units, making them slightly heavier and less volatile. They have a stronger odour and anti-inflammatory and bactericidal properties. Common examples are chamazulene (German chamomile), bisabolene (black pepper) and caryophyllene (ylang ylang).


Diterpenes are heavy molecules made up of four isoprene units. They are not common as they tend to react with hydroxyl groups to form terpenic alcohols. This process in clary sage produces sclareol, a component known for its hormone-balancing effect.


Alcohols Terpenic alcohols, ending in ‘-ol’, are found in many essential oils. They are the result of the reaction of terpenes with hydroxyl groups (OH). Monoterpenic alcohols are good antiseptics with some antibacterial and antifungal properties. Some alcohols are uplifting; others, such as linalool, have a sedative effect, while isoborneol inhibits the herpes virus (Armaka et al 1999). Diterpenic alcohols such as sclareol have a hormone regulating effect.


Essential oils having a higher percentage of monoterpenic alcohols are safe to be used on skin, even undiluted. Some of the most common terpene alcohols include linalool (found in lavender), citronellol (rose and geranium) and geraniol (geranium and palmarosa). These substances tend to give good antiseptic and antiviral properties, as well as uplifting qualities to essential oils.


Esters The most widespread group found in plant essences. Ending in ‘-ate’, esters are combination of an acid with an alcohol, for example linalylic acid combined with alcohol produces linalyl acetate, found in clary sage and lavender. Geranyl acetate is found in geranium and sweet marjoram. Esters are fungicidal, antispasmodic and sedative, usually with a fruity aroma.


Aldehydes are found notably in lemon-scented essences ending in ‘-al’, such as citral in lemongrass and citronella, as well as cinnamic aldehyde in cinnamon oil. They are strong chemicals which can sensitise the skin and should therefore be used with caution. Aldehydes generally have antidepressant and uplifting qualities.


Ketones The ketones found in pennyroyal, tansy, sage and wormwood are toxic, which is why these essences are best avoided by the layperson. Ending in ‘one’ (such as thujone in wormwood), they are aromatic chemicals with a strong aroma. However, not all ketones are dangerous. Non-toxic ketones include jasmone, found in jasmine, and fenchone in sweet fennel. Ketones ease congestion and aid the flow of mucus, which is why plants and essences containing these substances are helpful for upper respiratory complaints.


Phenols are bactericidal with a strong and stimulating effect on the central nervous system. They are aromatic group alcohols and also end in ‘-ol’. However, they are stronger chemicals and can also be skin irritants, especially if isolated from the whole essential oil and used as single ‘active principle’. Common phenols such as eugenol in clove oil and thymol in thyme oil are potentially harmful so it is best to avoid using these essences, at least for skin use. Clove essence, for instance, can be safely used in room perfumes.


Oxides are found in a wide range of essences, especially those of camphoraceous nature such as eucalyptus oil, which contains an oxide called 1–8 cineole or eucalyptol, and has an expectorant effect.
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Lactones are present in all expressed oils. The percentage may be low but they play an important role as they are expectorant and mucolytic, although some lactones have a neurotoxic effect as ketones.


Coumarins are a type or subgroup like lactones. They may be present in an oil in a small quantity and have antispasmodic effect. A certain group of coumarins present in citrus peels, such as bergaptine in bergamot (Citrus bergamia), and also found in angelica root, react in the presence of ultraviolet light, so can cause phototoxicity.


Ethers are responsible for some of the hallucinogenic properties of certain essential oils when taken orally.
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Volatility of essential oils


The volatility of an essential oil is the rate of evaporation of its components.


We can smell the aroma of certain essential oils as soon as we open the bottle, while in other cases we need to bring a container close to our nose to get a whiff. This is because essential oils evaporate at different rates depending on their composition. The organic chemicals that make up an essential oil can be light or heavy. An essential oil composed of lighter chemicals evaporates quickly and instantly hits our nose; these are called ‘top note’ oils. For example, monoterpenes, monoterpenols, ketones, phenols, aldehydes and oxides show themselves in ‘top notes’, hence oils with a higher percentage of these components have a strong aroma. When an oil has mid-size chemicals, comparatively slower to evaporate, they show themselves in ‘middle notes’, including sesquiterpenes, sesquiterpenols, esters and alcohols. The heavy components, including diterpenes, diterpenols and wax esters, take longer to evaporate and are called ‘base notes’. These components act as natural fixatives as they help to hold the lighter components. Base note oils are also good moisturisers as they help bind moisture to the skin.




All fragrances, whether natural or synthetic, can be classified as top, middle and bottom notes. In a perfume or essential oil (a single oil may contain more than one note), the top note is the initial aroma we smell, followed by middle notes, which are slightly different but longer lasting, making up the body of the perfume, then what you smell when the perfume has almost evaporated are the bottom or base notes.





The art of blending involves creating a balance of top, middle and bottom note oils or components. Normally we use a combination of three to five essential oils, as they are synergists (i.e. they increase the therapeutic effect of other essential oils and control the side effects). Whether mixing oils for vaporisation, a bath or as a perfume, we need to be aware of the aroma effect as well as the therapeutic effect of the oil.


Top notes


Aromas classified as top notes are highly uplifting, stimulating the mind and relieving depression. They are cleansing and invigorating, help clear congestion and colds, and also help in respiratory conditions. Typical top note oils include citrus, leafy, camphoraceous and minty aromas; for example, lemon, lime, bergamot orange, grapefruit, lemongrass, melissa, peppermint, spearmint, basil, rosemary, eucalyptus and jasmine.


Middle notes


Most of the middle note oils are extracted from flowers, berries, herbs and spices. They are mostly relaxing and healing, help reduce hypertension, and are also good for PMS and related symptoms. Examples include lavender, geranium, chamomiles, clary sage, ylang ylang, juniper berry, marjoram, clove, nutmeg, black pepper and ginger.


Bottom/base notes


Base note oils are soothing, relaxing sedatives, lingering and help restore emotional balance. Extracted from roots, wood, stems, bark and resins, they are used as fixatives and moisturisers. Examples include vetiver, patchouli, sandalwood, cedarwood, myrrh, benzoin, jatamansi and valerian root oil.
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Extraction methods


The basic principles for extracting essential oils from plants remain the same as those of hundreds of years ago, although tremendous advances have been made in the techniques used and the methods employed. An oil extractor’s objective is to extract essential oil in the most natural form. Distillation is, and no doubt will continue to be, the most important of these.


Essential oils are contained in the glands, veins, sacs and glandular hairs of aromatic plants. Flowers, leaves and non-fibrous parts need little if any preparation prior to distillation. Tough stalks, woody parts, roots, seeds and fruits, however, need to be comminuted (cut up, disintegrated or crushed – wood is grated) in order to rupture the cell walls, allowing the easy escape of the volatile oil.


During distillation, only very tiny molecules can evaporate, so they are the only ones which leave the plant. These extremely small molecules make up an essential oil. Oils containing more of the smallest molecules are most volatile, the  ‘top notes’ of the perfumery world; those containing more of the heaviest and least volatile of tiny molecules are ‘base notes’. 


Steam distillation
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Distillation is still considered to be one of the most economical methods of extracting essential oils from plant materials. Some plants need to be distilled immediately after they have been harvested. For example, if melissa is left even for a few hours, the essential oil is lost; hence the yield from melissa is very low. However, some plants, such as lavender, are left a few days so that surplus water in the plant can dry out (this slightly affects the yield). Some, like black pepper seeds, clary sage and peppermint, can be totally dried before distilling without losing any essential oil. There is an art to distillation and, especially for low-yield plants, much skill is needed. The aim of the distiller is to achieve an oil as close as possible to the oil as it exists in the plant.


When plants are heated by steam in a still, the essential oils present in the plant material are freed, evaporating into the steam. These tiny molecules are carried along a pipe together with the steam and as they get further away from the heat source they begin to cool. To hasten this process, the pipe passes through a large vat of cold water where steam condenses back into liquid form. As the density of essential oil differs from that of water, it either floats on the top or sinks to the bottom (mostly the former) where it can be drawn off. The result is pure, genuine, whole and natural essential oil – an aromatherapist’s dream.


Carbon dioxide extraction


This method of extracting essential oils was introduced at the beginning of the 1980s and utilises compressed carbon dioxide (CO2). The technology calls for expensive and complicated equipment which utilises CO2 at very high pressure and extremely low temperature. With this method, more top notes, fewer terpenes, a higher proportion of esters plus larger molecules can be obtained. The resultant oil is said to be better and more like the essential oil in the plant, as many terpenes seem to form during the distillation process, which also breaks down some of the acetates (esters) in the plant material.


CO2-extracted essential oils are pure and stable, colourless and have no residue of CO2 left in them – thus they are excellent therapeutically, although this needs to be verified for each oil, given their different compositions.


This method is not suitable for all oils; there are still a few practical difficulties to overcome (for example, sometimes an emulsion is produced).


Hydro diffusion or percolation


Percolation is a more recent method than CO2 extraction. Most of the resultant oils have an aroma closer to that of the plant, better than a distilled oil. The equipment, unlike that for CO2 extraction, is very simple and the process quicker than distillation, the plant being in contact with the steam for a much shorter time, thus truer to nature.


This process works like a coffee percolator. The steam passes through the plant material from top to bottom of the container, which has a grid to hold the plant material. The oil and condensed steam is collected in a vessel in the same way as distillation. The colour of the oils is much richer than that of distilled oils and time and tests alone will reveal their true value in aromatherapy.


Expression


This method of extraction is used exclusively with citrus fruits, where the essential oil, located in little sacs just under the surface of the rind, simply needs to be pressed out.


Expression is usually carried out by a factory producing fruit juice, thus maximising the profit from the whole fruit. Expressed oil is taken directly from the fresh peel without heat. It is recommended that citrus oils for therapeutic use be obtained from organically or naturally grown produce.


Cold-pressed citrus oils are preferable as they are known to be of exactly the same composition as the plant itself. In many juice/essential oil factories, the peel is steam distilled after expression, which releases even more oil (though of a poorer quality).


In the past, the oil was extracted by hand (and collected in sponges), however, the size of the industry today necessitates expression by machinery and the process is known as ‘scarification’. With expression, both volatile and large molecules such as waxes and other substances are contained in the finished product, while by distillation only tiny molecules can be collected.


The shelf life of expressed oils is shorter than that of distilled oils. They should be stored in a cool, dark place (many people choose the refrigerator).


Solvent extraction


Resinoids, concretes and absolutes are obtained by solvent extraction and not classed as essential oils. They are highly concentrated perfume materials, containing those plant molecules that are soluble in the solvents used to extract them.
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Resinoid


Resins are the solid or semi-solid substances exuded from the bark of trees and shrubs when wounded (cut, as in a rubber tree). The gum-like substance is produced pathologically, solely as a result of the incision, and hardens on exposure to air. Various solvents can be used to extract the aromatic molecules from resin, the most frequently used being hydrocarbons (for example, benzene or hexane) or alcohols, each extracting different molecules. The solvents are filtered off and afterward removed by distillation to leave either resinoids (from hydrocarbon solvents) or absolute resins (from alcohol solvents). Commonly used absolutes from resins and their extracts in aromatherapy are frankincense, benzoin, myrrh, elemi and galbanum.


Concretes


As for resinoids, the extraction of Solventcretes also uses hydrocarbons as a solvent. Concretes, however, are extracted from plant material (leaves, flowers, roots, etc.). Most concretes are solid, waxlike substances and much used in food flavourings.


Absolutes


An absolute is prepared from a concrete by adding an alcohol to extract the aromatic (alcohol-soluble) molecules. The alcohol is then evaporated off gently under vacuum, leaving the absolute, a thick, coloured liquid. The total process is much more complicated.


Absolutes and resins always retain a small percentage of the solvents used in their production, so not preferred for aromatherapy work, but they are much used in the perfumery world. Some solvents may cause substance sensitivity on certain skins, depending on the quality and quantity of the retained solvent. Jasmine absolute, a favourite aroma for many people and possibly the most important fragrance to the perfume industry (there is no essential oil of jasmine available), is extremely vulnerable to adulteration and available at a wide range of prices reflecting the quality.


Enfleurage


Pomades were obtained from the enfleurage process used long ago (replaced by concretes), when petals or leaves were laid on trays of animal fat for many days, being replaced regularly until the fat being used as a solvent was saturated with the plant extracts.
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Quality control of essential oils


In the practice of aromatherapy, the quality of essential oils plays a very important role. These days, people try to cash in on the popularity of aromatherapy by dishing out all sorts of essential oils, from synthetic/reconstituted or ‘nature identical’ to adulterated. We have to be careful about the quality of the essential oils we use for therapy purposes or the desired result will not be obtained.


Traditionally, the purpose of quality control has been to make sure that substandard products do not reach the customer. It is very important to check the quality of essential oils as optimum quality is paramount not only in order to get best results but also to avoid possible harmful side effects. Another bonus is that less high-quality essential oil is needed in order to be effective, so buying cheaper oils is a false economy.


The quality of essential oils can be tested by non-analytical physical tests or analytical tests.


Non-analytical physical tests


Non-analytical physical tests give information on certain properties of essential oils, though not on their composition.


Appearance: The appearance of an essential oil is no criterion of good quality, but may warn of poor quality. Most distilled oils of high quality are either transparent or slightly hazy. A definitely hazy or cloudy essential oil is always of questionable quality. Absolutes frequently present a hazy, translucent or even opaque appearance. Expressed citrus oils are always coloured and show natural colour variations due to difference in the pigmentation in the outer rind of the fruit.


Viscosity: This refers to the thickness of a liquid or, more scientifically, to its resistance to flow, commonly seen in high-viscosity liquids such as glycerine. Water, conversely, is a mobile liquid, one of low viscosity. All expressed and most distilled oils used in aromatherapy are mobile liquids, while a few like sandalwood, vetiver and jatamansi are viscous. Few essential oils, like orris oil, for example are solid at room temperature.


Specific gravity: The specific gravity of a solid or liquid is a measure of how much heavier or lighter a given volume of the substance is than the same volume of pure water, measured at a standard temperature. Measurement of specific gravity is usually made at 20 degrees Celsius. The specific gravity of water is 1. Most essential oils are lighter than water so have a specific gravity of less than 1, but a few, for example clove oil, are heavier and collect beneath the distillation water during extraction.


Today, specific gravity is measured by means of an electronic specific gravity meter which gives the result and temperature of the sample on a small LCD display screen.


Refractive index: When you lower a needle into a bowl of water at an angle of about 60 degrees to the horizontal, the needle appears to bend towards the surface as it enters the water and unbend as it is withdrawn. This optical effect is called ‘refraction’, caused by the reduction of speed of light when passing from a less dense medium (in this case air) into a denser medium (water). The refraction of a ray of light passing from air into a transparent liquid or solid medium is expressed numerically as the refractive index of the denser medium, for example, an essential oil, with respect to the air.
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