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Preface

[image: image]LONG WITH THE USE of essential oils in aromatherapy, the practice of smudging has long fascinated me, a tradition that has been maintained for thousands of years, since human beings first discovered fire and how to use it for their own purposes.

In ancient cultures, the smoke generated in smudging was used to create moods, arouse emotions, invoke gods, and perform various rituals. It was traditionally practiced in the days leading up to Christmas as a way of bidding farewell to the old year and preparing for the new.

Incense is still being used as a means of cleansing today since it brings many benefits, including banishing old, negative energies from a room, keeping pathogens and germs in check, and helping to prevent infection. Incense is also traditionally burned during rituals and ceremonies of dedication and protection. Many of these almost forgotten traditions are flourishing again once more. People are returning to tried-and-trusted practices in order to relax and switch off from the stresses and strains of everyday life. They are looking for a way to exert a positive influence on their feelings, moods, and emotions in order to achieve peace and inner calm, to connect with the elemental power of nature, or simply to relax and indulge in enjoyment of the pleasant fragrance.

Explore the world of incense, learn about its effects, the various ways it can be used, and experience the pleasure of smudging with herbs and resin.

Markus Schirner
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Introduction


Did you know that smudging


	affects the limbic system and influences the emotions?

	relaxes the mind and soul, promoting inner peace?

	disinfects and purifies the air in a room?

	can be used for spiritual cleansing?

	transforms negative into positive energies?

	cleanses the aura?

	can promote concentration and clarity?

	eases sorrow, pain, and fear?

	can purge and positively influence the ambience of a room?

	has symbolic protective powers?

	helps to ward off flies and mosquitoes?





[image: image]F YOU ANSWERED NO to any of these questions, you’ve come to the right place. There is an incense or herb suitable for use in smudging to cater to every item on this list, whether common-place or more exotic.

Whether you are an absolute beginner and are exploring smudging for the first time or already have some experience, this book aims to answer all the essential questions, providing inspiration and taking you on a journey through the world of smudging. After looking at the How (How does smudging actually work?) and the What (What incense substances are available?), we shall also look at the Why of smudging (Why use smudging—what can it help to promote or ease?).

In general, we can say that smudging works in three ways:


	On a physical level, it has a healing effect. The heat generated releases from the plant active ingredients and volatile oils that can directly influence us physically; for example, by producing an antibacterial, anti-inflammatory, or mood-enhancing effect.

	On an emotional level, the scents of incense may affect the limbic system, which regulates our emotions, motivations, and memories, among other processes and functions. Odors are directly linked with memories, which in turn are connected with the emotions provoked by memories. The burning of incense in smudging allows these emotions to be recalled consciously.

	On an energetic level, burning incense helps us to release the essence of the original plant (its energetic information and everything that we associate with it), thereby activating its vibration within us.



Smudging also works on its own terms, providing a break in our daily routine, a moment in which we can find stillness by fully focusing on the process itself. These effects can be enhanced by incorporating smudging into a ritual and setting an intention. See Uses of Smudging for rituals that can be adapted as required.

To begin, however, I would like to introduce you to the equipment you need and to explain how to carry out a smudging session.



Smudging Methods

There are various ways to burn incense but the simplest and most convenient is in the form of sticks, cones, candles, or spirals. The incense is ground down and processed into one of these easy-to-use forms. The incense is combined with flammable substances so that it smolders evenly once lit without producing too much smoke. All that is required is a suitable holder and a fireproof base in which to catch the ash.


Incense sticks

The methods used to make incense sticks using a range of ingredients varies from country to country. In India and China, incense sticks are made by applying incense to a thin strip of bamboo or wood, while in Japan and Tibet, high-quality herbs are rolled by hand into the form of sticks. Always be sure to buy good-quality incense since even if you are not consciously aware of it, you will automatically be inhaling some of the smoke when the incense is burned. Even a small amount of smoke can have a subtle effect on your feelings and well-being, so natural and/or organic incense containing no pollutants are ideal.
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Place the incense sticks in a special holder or a container filled with sand so they can burn right down to the base without any problems.




Incense cones

Incense cones are an alternative to incense sticks. They are usually handmade and are similar to incense sticks in their composition and scent.

Place the cones in a dish, ideally one that contains a layer of sand or salt to insulate the base of the dish and protect the table or surface on which it stands as the cones can become very hot.

Incense cones do not need to be store-bought, they can also be made at home. Begin by making a starch paste to act as an adhesive or binding agent. Mix a little cornstarch with water to form a thick paste and then heat it (warm in a pan on a hob while stirring for around 1 minute). Gum arabic can also be used in place of starch. Allow the binding agent to cool, then add three parts incense mixture (a combination of powdered herbs, wood, and resin to one part cooled binding agent. At least one resin should be included in the incense mixture. For self-combusting cones, add ground charcoal to the mixture as an accelerant. The rule of thumb is approximately 50g charcoal to 10g incense mixture or 60% charcoal/25% incense mixture/15% binding agent.

Small loose pellets of incense can also be made by kneading together ground or crushed herbs with a little mastic powder and a soft gum resin such as labdanum or copaiba balsam. They should be burned on charcoal or an incense burner equipped with a metal mesh.
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For something a little special, try incense balls made from sultanas soaked in wine (or mead) and honey (or date syrup) such as Egyptian kyphi—recipes are available online and in books, or improvise with your own recipe.




Incense spirals

Incense spirals are made in a similar way to incense sticks but have the advantage of burning for a long time and so are useful for extended rituals or can be used for more than one session. Unlike incense sticks, they burn horizontally and can be extinguished by moistening two fingers and pinching out the part that is alight. This type of incense originated in Japan.
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Smudge sticks

Most people are familiar with smudge sticks (or incense bundles) from their association with the indigenous inhabitants of North America, who generally make them from white sage or the tips of the shoots of the American cedar. Sweetgrass is generally burned on its own, woven into a tight braid and can be used just like a smudge stick. The advantage of smudge sticks is that they can be burned without charcoal; simply light the stick, put out the flame, and leave the stick to smolder. As a whole stick is rarely burned in one session, it can be extinguished by placing the smoldering tip in sand or soil.

To make a smudge stick, gather together the stems of the fresh herbs being used into a small bunch, then fold the heads of the herbs over and down before tying the bundle together with natural yarn (cotton, linen, hemp) along its whole length. Be sure to tie the bundle tightly enough to be compact, while still being loose enough to allow the herbs to dry out thoroughly and prevent mold from forming inside. Hang the completed smudge stick upside down in a warm, dry, preferably dark place for at least two weeks. Just as with loose incense, smudge sticks should be thoroughly dried before being used, otherwise they may produce thick smoke when burned.

Ordinary domestic kitchen herbs are ideal for making smudge sticks. All herbs in which the whole plant, not just the flower, is burned are suitable. Examples include mugwort, sage, thyme, rosemary, yarrow, mullein, and St John’s wort. Herbs that flower at the same time are typically used, for instance, those that flower at the time of the solstice.

Lavender smells very good in smudge sticks, although the flowers have a tendency to explode when heated, which can leave burns or scorch marks on carpets, furniture, clothing, or even skin. Lavender should therefore be packed in the middle of the bundle or alternatively only the lavender leaves should be used.
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Smudging with loose herbs

To make smudging more of a celebration and burn homemade rather than store-bought sticks, and especially if you like to choose and assemble your own mixtures, various options for using loose herbs are available.

In addition to the smudging ingredients, you will need a pair of tongs or large pair of tweezers to safely move burning herbs around on a mesh or plate and to remove the ash of burned incense materials, as well as a spoon with which to place the ingredients on the charcoal (see below).

A feather can also be useful to guide and waft smoke in the desired direction. Make sure feathers are not sourced from a protected species. Try asking for any shed feathers at a wildlife reserve. The rules are strict with regard to possessing bird feathers, even those that have been shed naturally and can be found in the countryside or garden. Information is available online. Instead of a feather, a fan or piece of stiff paper or card can also be used.




Smudging on charcoal

This is the oldest and most common form of smudging, although 
the process is a little more involved than others; it is explained in further 
detail here.

For smudging on charcoal, you will need a pair of tongs or tweezers with which to pick up the hot charcoal safely and a heat-resistant bowl or other vessel (such as a brass bowl, a mother-of-pearl shell, or a ceramic dish). Half-fill the vessel with sand (quartz sand, sharp sand, or sandbox sand, but note that bird cage sand is not suitable as it contains artificial additives) or salt. The sand insulates the bowl from the heat and protects it from the burned (and sometimes sticky) residue left by the herbs; it also allows more air to circulate to the charcoal. Some specialist incense bowls have a thick base or are raised on small legs to protect the surface on which they stand from the heat. Nevertheless, it is still a good idea to place the bowl on a non-flammable base. Be careful also not to position the bowl near any soft furnishings that could catch light, and keep animals well away.




Smudging using an incense burner

A good alternative to charcoal that is also a gentler option is to use an incense burner equipped with a metal mesh. Here, the herbs are burned over a gentle flame and don’t generate so much smoke.

The substances to be smudged are placed on the metal mesh and smolder slowly over a tea light. Depending on whether the incense material is placed in the center of the mesh, directly over the flame, or around the edges of the mesh affects the degree of heat to which it is exposed and therefore also the fragrances, which develop differently as a result.

[image: image]

Be careful, as the mesh will become very hot. With resins in particular, which can liquefy, it is a good idea to place a thin layer of sand on the mesh to prevent hot resin dripping through. Another option is to use a plate made from fire-resistant material, such as metal or ceramic. Ash can be swept away from the mesh or plate with a feather, or removed with a pair of tweezers or a spoon. If the mesh becomes dirty, wait until it has cooled down and then clean it thoroughly with a brush and some detergent.




Smudging using an essential oil diffuser

This is another gentle smudging method.

Fill the bowl of an essential oil heat diffuser with water and light the tea light beneath it. As soon as the water starts to steam slightly, add to it the herbs or a few grains of resin. As the heat created by a tea light is considerably less than when burning charcoal, it is a good idea to make sure the herbs are cut into small pieces and that any resins have been first ground down in a mortar. Ground resin can also be mixed with a little sand. Both combine when the resin liquifies and release the fragrances into the air more slowly.
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Questions and Answers

Question: Could I use a breakfast bowl for smudging?

Answer:  Any bowl made of heat-resistant material can be used; for example, ceramic, porcelain, heat-resistant glass (laboratory glassware), or metal. Normal glass is not suitable as the uneven distribution of heat can cause it to crack. Adding an insulating layer of sand to the bowl and placing it on a fire-proof base is always recommended.

Question: Can I use normal barbecue or wood charcoal instead of 
special charcoal?

Answer: Yes and no. It takes a little more patience for the normal charcoal to catch fire and reach the required heat, but on the other hand, barbecue charcoal has no smell of its own, unlike the charcoal used for smudging which has an accelerant. The special charcoal discs or tablets used for smudging do not get as hot as normal charcoal and glow, keeping their heat, for around 30 to 45 minutes, whereas barbecue charcoal can become so hot that incense ingredients can scorch and burn rather than simply smolder with the heat. A bed of sand can be useful. The flattened shape of the special charcoal discs or tablets is another advantage, with a pre-fabricated hollow to hold the smudging materials.

Question: Can I use earth in place of sand?

Answer: No, this is not recommended; earth often contains organic 
materials of varying size that may begin to carbonize.
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The Smudging Ritual

It is important not to rush a smudging ritual—be sure to allow yourself enough time and space. Precious, high-quality substances are unlocked, transformed, and released into a room when herbs and resins are burned. As the scent is taken in via the body’s olfactory system, it is relayed directly to the brain’s limbic system, which controls our emotions. Here, a range of different neuromodulators are generated that can modify our mood, our sense of our body, and even our creativity and intuition. As we become more intuitive and less conscious of our reasoned thoughts, everyday life fades into the background, making us more sensitive to subtle energies and open to connecting with higher spheres.

The following example uses a bowl or similar vessel (here). To begin, using a pair of tongs, take a piece of charcoal and hold it over the flame of a candle or a lighter. Charcoal discs and tablets for smudging contain potassium nitrate which acts as an accelerant and creates tiny sparks. Once the charcoal has begun to smoke and crackle softly, place it upright on the sand in the smudging bowl; it takes around five to seven minutes for the charcoal to reach the correct heat, indicated when it turns from a glowing red to white. The charcoal can then be turned over, with the small hollow facing upward. Use a spoon to sprinkle the incense ingredients into the hollow. Start with a small amount and add more as necessary. As a guide, sprinkle as much as you can pinch with three fingers (thumb, index, middle finger). It’s a good idea to first cover the charcoal with a thin layer of sand so that the herbs and resins are protected from the direct heat. A feather can be used to fan the charcoal embers and direct the smoke where you wish.

The smudging ritual can now begin. Once it is finished, allow the charcoal to burn out and remove the ashes and carbonized remnants of the incense materials with tongs or a spoon, or sieve the ash through a tea strainer. Don’t put out the charcoal by pouring water into the bowl, as it can cause ceramic containers to crack. But if in a hurry, use the tongs to dunk the charcoal briefly in water in order to put it out.


Questions and Answers

Question: What should I do in a room fitted with a smoke 
detector?

Answer: Burning incense on a mesh or an essential oil diffuser generates little or no smoke and likewise incense sticks rarely produce too much smoke. When smudging on charcoal, the amount of smoke generated can be reduced by sprinkling a pinch of sand on the hot charcoal—the layer of sand provides insulation from the greatest heat. Using smaller quantities of herbs and resins also generates less smoke. Woods and resins can be chopped finely or ground using a mortar and pestle. The scents given off when there is less smoke are usually softer and less acrid, as the incense ingredients do not burn but smolder slowly.

Question: What can I do if there is too much smoke?

Answer: Try reducing the amount of herbs and resins that 
you are using. Make the pieces smaller and scatter a layer of sand on the 
charcoal. Some herbs tend to generate powerful, pungent smoke when burned on 
charcoal and should therefore be burned on a metal mesh instead. If there is 
already too much smoke in the room, try spraying a little water onto the smoke 
or use a room spray to help bind the particles together.

Question:  Can smudging be harmful? Is it okay to breathe 
in the smoke?

Answer: Smudging on charcoal naturally produces smoke, but this should not be inhaled regularly over long periods of time. It is the dose, the amount of exposure to the smoke, that is relevant here. Occasional or even regular exposure to smoke from smudging should generally not be harmful for a healthy person. If you do notice you are having difficulty breathing in reaction to smudging, open all windows and leave the room. You may also wish to use a room spray or humidifier to bind the smoke particles. Try smudging using an incense burner or an essential oil heat diffuser instead. It is also important to buy high-quality herbs and resins and to be aware that some—even quite common—substances are toxic and can be burned only in small quantities (tonka and thuja, for example). Ready-made incense mixtures may contain certain amounts of filler material, so be sure to look for good-quality mixtures. Charcoal should not be used for smudging in the presence of pregnant women, children under the age of three, or people suffering from asthma.

Question: Can I simply blow the smoke in a certain 
direction rather than guiding it with a feather?

Answer: You can, of course, move smoke in any direction you wish using just your hand or breath, but in many shamanistic traditions it is a feather, as part of a wing, that incorporates the energy of the air into the ritual, uniting fire and air. Using your breath brings your own, human energy into the ritual, which is not considered desirable. It really depends on how you wish to celebrate a ritual, or whether you just want to drive away flies and mosquitoes.





Sourcing Smudging Materials

In Western countries the idea of burning incense was mainly associated with Eastern religions or perhaps, by extension, with dining in Chinese and Asian restaurants. Smudging has since become so popular that appropriate herbs, resins, and pre-mixed materials are now found in stores catering to spiritual interests and even in the practical sections of some bookshops. There is generally a good range of materials available for beginners, while those who are more experienced in search of the widest selection of top-quality herbs and resins can find what they need online. Information on the precise base plant should normally be given, but always look out for good-quality and ethical sources. The cheaper the price, the greater the chances that the incense is packed with filler or contains some form of contaminants.

Many herbs and resins do not need to be bought but can be sourced from the garden or while out walking. If you’re not a wild herb expert quite yet, just remember the following rule: always consult three separate sources to identify a plant definitively. Remember that some plants are protected or endangered species, and plants should not normally be picked from nature reserves or other protected areas—if in doubt, check the regulations for your state or area. If there’s any chance of confusing a poisonous or protected plant (for example, mistaking poisonous hemlock for angelica), it is wisest to leave the plant alone. In addition, plants that grow at the verges of conventional agricultural fields, busy roads, railroad lines, or where dogs may do their business are generally contaminated with toxins or bacteria.

The glossary contains a list of common plants that are easy to find and can be picked without a problem. Only pick as much as you need, however, so that the plant can grow back or propagate itself; a good rule of thumb is to take no more than a third of a plant at any particular location.

After picking, herbs should be dried carefully and as quickly as possible. To do so, store them somewhere warm, dry, and dark that is also well ventilated. Whole leaves and flowers should be placed on a drying frame or stored in small amounts in a paper bag; plant stalks and shoots should be hung upside down in loose bundles. Some flowers (such as mullein or rose blossom) and all roots and fruit should be dried in an oven at 100–120°F (40–50°C) so that they do not develop mold or lose too many of their active ingredients. Do not smudge with any materials that are not yet fully dry. Once dried, keep herbs and resins in a dry, dark place, ideally in an airtight glass jar or metal tin with a lid that can be closed.

Herbs dried for smudging should keep for around a year, but it’s easy to tell if herbs still contain enough active ingredients. Crush or crumble a small amount between your fingers and smell them. If they give off a scent, they still contain enough active ingredients for effective smudging.


Questions and Answers

Question: Can I burn culinary herbs or do I have to buy 
special herbs   for smudging?

Answer: It doesn’t matter whether herbs (ideally organic) 
are obtained from the supermarket or are grown in the garden and dried at home, 
both sources can be used.
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