
Beyond
Aromatherapy

Revisiting
Essential Oils

By Ellen Rowland

Aromatherapy is defined as “the therapeutic use of plant-de-

rived, aromatic essential oils to promote physical and psycho-

logical well-being.” For individuals and practitioners who are familiar

with its benefits as part of a holistic approach to the prevention and

treatment of common ailments, this definition is accurate. Unfortu-

nately, aromatherapy as a marketing term –"the use of aroma to en-

hance a feeling of well-being" – will go down in history as an

overused buzzword. One might even argue that the appropriation

and exploitation of the term by U.S. industry giants was the biggest

and most profitable marketing scam of this century, right behind

anti-bacterial soap and fat-free cookies.P
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In the mid-1990s, the term “aromatherapy” got

hitched up with “natural,” “pure,” and “organic” on su-

permarket shelves, bringing awareness of the term into

the mainstream. Take, for instance, the broad spectrum

of “aromatherapy” products that came on the market,

such as dishwashing liquid, detergent, liquid soap, house-

hold cleaning products, shampoo, body wash, and baby

products, all displayed at eye-level next to their regular

versions by the same brand, only at a higher cost. These

products lulled consumers into believing they were not

only making better choices for the environment, but for

their health as well. Since there was little to no label regu-

lation in this arena, chances are good that, with few ex-

ceptions, most of these products didn’t actually contain

plant-derived essential oils. But since they offered sev-

eral “feel-good” aromas to address different facets of

well-being, the campaign spoke to a stressed-out,

over-worked, sleep-deprived audience.

At the same time, as alternative treatment options

such as massage therapy, reflexology, and acupuncture

were sought out to provide real relief from pain, stress,

and depression, many practitioners incorporated au-

thentic aromatherapy into their treatments, creating a

high demand for essential oils. Online marketers as well

as multi-level marketers (also known as pyramid sales

companies) jumped on the band-wagon, propagating

such false terms as “therapeutic grade” and “massage

grade” essential oils in order to sell inferior or synthetic

products at outrageous prices. In addition to deceiving

their customers by making false claims and compromis-

ing legitimate essential oil traders, the distributors in this

multi-level saturation were ill-equipped to advise on the

posology, precautions, and potential risks of the products

they were selling. All this provided fodder to skeptics in

the scientific and medical professions looking to debunk

the real benefits of essential oils. Luckily, organizations

like Crop Watch (cropwatch.org) stepped in to blow the

whistle on marketing ploys and distribute useful guide-

lines for purchasing and using pharmaceutical-grade oils.

Some History of Essential Oils
Essential oils have been around for thousands of

years. There is historical evidence that Mesopotamians

devised distilling methods for obtaining essential oils

from plants over five thousand years ago. Their use as a

primary source of perfume by ancient civilizations in

Egypt, India, Greece, and Rome has been firmly docu-

mented. In India, ayurvedic tradition has relied on essen-

tial oil massage as a health treatment for centuries.

However, the term “aromatherapy” did not appear until

1937, in a book by the French chemist and scholar

Rene-Maurice Gattefosse entitled Aromathérapie: Les

Huiles Essentielles, Hormones Végétales, which was

eventually translated into English. In 1910, while con-

cocting perfumes with flower essences in his laboratory,

Gattefosse was badly burned and developed gan-

grene that resisted traditional medical treatment. He de-

cided to try lavender oil, which he knew to be both an

antiseptic and anti-scarring agent. The healing results

were immediate and prompted Gattefosse to dedicate

his research exclusively to the medicinal aspects of es-

sential oils. During the First World War, Gattefosse

treated soldiers in military hospitals focusing on the anti-

septic properties of oils of lavender, thyme, lemon and

clove. He saw a marked increase in the rate of healing in

wounds treated with essential oils in comparison to other

antiseptic agents. During the course of his research, he

cited cures for everything from skin cancer to spider bites

and stressed that oils be used in their unadulterated

form, noting their potency. While Gattefosse certainly

understood the olfactory effects of plant oils through his

work as a perfume chemist, his focus was on their medici-

nal uses in healing. Aroma was merely a secondary bene-

fit, leaving the term open to misinterpretation.

Healing with Essential Oils
Today, essential oils have their place in the therapeu-

tic arsenal beside traditional allopathic medications and

herbal medicine. When used responsibly and according

to administration guidelines, they are highly effective in

treating everything from the common cold, to arthritis

and menopausal symptoms. There are two methods of

administrating essential oils, both of which assist the

body with immune response.

The first, and most common method, is topical appli-

cation. A good example might be lavender oil applied di-

rectly to an insect bite to reduce itching or to a superficial

cut to promote healing over. However, as most essential

oils are too potent to be applied undiluted, it is recom-

mended that several drops be mixed with a synergistic

vegetal oil for general application or massage (i.e. oil of

Ylang-Ylang blended with hazelnut oil to relieve muscle

pain). When applied in this manner, the specific antisep-

tic or anti-spasmodic properties of the essential oils

works directly with cells, nerves and muscle tissue to pro-

mote healing.

The second method is oral administration. One or two

drops of the recommended oil are placed on a neutral

carrier and ingested. An example might be placing a drop

of peppermint oil in a half teaspoon of honey, or a half
www.NaturalLifeMagazine.com Page 17

http://www.NaturalLifeMagazine.com


teaspoon of vegetable oil to rapidly ease indigestion.

Many essential oils are highly effective when used

both topically and orally. For example, Camomile oil is in-

dicated for a variety of skin affections including eczema,

psoriasis and general irritation. Taken orally, it calms anx-

iety and stress and relieves insomnia.

Although European practitioners regularly prescribe

the oral use of essential oils, there is still much contro-

versy on the subject in North America. This is mostly due

to lack of regulation. In fact, most online traders of essen-

tial oils specifically advise against ingesting for this rea-

son.

That’s why it’s important to initially work with a li-

censed naturopath or aromatherapist, doctor, or phar-

macist with extensive knowledge of pathologies and their

corresponding treatment with essential oils. Knowing the

patient’s medical history, age, and general health insures

a safe and accurate recommendation, particularly when

treating chronic illnesses.

Criteria: Provenance,
Cultivation and Extraction

The plants that provide essential oils are prolific in Na-

ture and are derived from various plant parts: flowers

(orange, rose, lavender); leaves (citronella, eucalyptus,

bay leaf); bark (cinnamon); wood (rosewood, sandal-

wood); roots (vetiver); rhizomes (ginger); seeds (nut-

meg). The country of origin of essential oils derived from

these plants is extremely important because a plant’s bi-

ological composition is specific to its indigenous territory.

Factors such as altitude, temperature, rainfall, sun expo-

sure, and soil all have an impact. The same plant culti-

vated in a country different from its natural habitat may

produce an essential oil with an altered molecular com-

position, weakening its component properties! That’s

why local or home-grown production of plants for the

purpose of extracting essential oils is discouraged. Look

for essential oils extracted in their country of origin.

Method of cultivation can also have an impact. De-

pending on whether the plant grows wild in Nature, is

cultivated either organically or with pesticides, the qual-

ity of the resulting essential oil with vary. A plant treated

with pesticides will most likely produce an inferior oil

with residual chemicals.

Steam distillation is the oldest, purest, and

best-suited method of extracting essential oils. Simple

distillation converts the volatile liquids into vapor and

then condenses the vapor back into oil. The only excep-

tions are essential oils derived from citrus plants (lemon,

orange, mandarin, bergamot, etc.), which are cold

pressed. Avoid oils derived through solvent extraction

which uses ether, methanol, hexane, alcohol, or petro-

leum. While the method is less expensive (and the price

will reflect it), residual solvents can leach into the end

product.

AFNOR (Association Française de Normalization) de-

fines standards which clearly establish the difference be-

tween medicinal essential oils and other aromatic

substances (essences) based on the above criteria. The

ISO (International Standards Organization) has adopted

these standards and provides ISO certification for phar-

maceutical-grade essential oils.

However, as part of due diligence, it is important for

individuals to ask questions and know what to look for

when purchasing quality essential oils. Buy only from a

reputable company known to sell pure, pharmaceuti-

cal-grade oils. If not provided, don’t hesitate to exercise

your consumer rights: ask for compositional data,

method of extraction, an MSDS (Material Safety Data

Sheet) and certificate of origin.

Using Essential Oils Wisely and Safely
• While highly effective, essential oils are extremely potent.

• Especially in high doses, certain oils may be toxic to the
central nervous system or have abortive properties.

• Others may cause skin rashes or allergies.

• As with any medication, always respect the recom-
mended dosage and method of administration offered by
a licensed aromatherapists, naturopath, doctor, or phar-
macist.

• Never mix essential oils unless prescribed.

• Most essential oils are not suitable for women who are
pregnant or breastfeeding, children under the age of
seven, or people with epilepsy or asthma.
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Nature at Work
Here are a few examples of Nature’s healing abilities:

Lavender Oil

Lavender grows in high altitudes in the South-East of

France and is the most gentle and widely used essential

oil. It is the only essential oil that can safely be applied di-

rectly to the skin and is completely non-toxic. It covers a

broad spectrum of common ailments such as muscle

cramps, stiff neck, colic in infants, insomnia, stress, and

anxiety. When applied locally as an anti-scarring agent, it

heals burns, including sunburn, insect bites, minor cuts,

and bruises. (Not to be confused with Lavandin, a hybrid

containing high levels of camphor, which, contrary to

pure Lavender oil, can irritate the skin.)

Tea Tree Oil

The tea tree is a shrub about five feet high that devel-

ops in the humid regions of Australia. Tea tree oil is

widely used for its antiseptic, antibacterial, antiviral, and

anti-fungal properties. It is indicated for the treatment of

canker sores, gingivitis, sinusitis, tonsillitis, bronchitis,

acne, and fungal infections.

Saro Oil

Endemic to Madagascar, the exotic Saro plant grows

in the dense, dry forests along the northwest coast of the

island. Its anti-microbial properties are recommended as

a powerful immune system booster, particularly when

taken at the onset of flu and allergy season. It is also

known to aid concentration, restore memory loss, and

combat physical and mental fatigue.

Sage Oil

Sage grows in many countries, however, the recom-

mended origin is France. While it is prescribed to reduce

fever and has significant anti-fungal and anti-oxidant

properties, Sage is best known as a natural hormone reg-

ulator for women. It eases a wide variety of symptoms for

women of all ages, including premenstrual syndrome,

heavy periods, cramps, irregular cycles, as well as the

mood swings and hot flashes of menopause.

Lemon Oil

Essential oil of lemon is obtained by cold-pressing of

the zest. Its recommended origin is Sicily. It is prescribed

for hepatitis and to generally strengthen liver function. It

has strong anti-nausea properties, particularly when

used to prevent motion sickness.

Cinnamon Oil

Ceylon cinnamon is a small evergreen with fragrant bark

with acceptable origins

in Sri Lanka (Ceylon),

Madagascar, and

China. It has powerful

anti-infection proper-

ties indicated for cysti-

tis and diarrhea. Its

warming properties

are also recommended

for stiff joints, to stim-

ulate poor circulation,

and for mental and physical fatigue.

Rosemary Oil

Rosemary essential oil, obtained in Tunisia and Mo-

rocco, is often used in diffusion to help restore breathing

due to sinus and cold symptoms as well as ear infections

and bronchitis. As a circulatory enhancer, it is prescribed

in the treatment of varicose veins and hemorrhoids.

Ylang-Ylang Oil

Ylang-Ylang is often used in perfumes for its exotic

scent. Grown from the cananga tree which originated in

Indonesia, the yellow flowers are now cultivated primar-

ily in Madagascar. Its anti-inflammatory properties are

indicated to ease the pain of arthritis, tendonitis, and

muscle contractions. As a tonic for the nervous system, it

can help reduce high blood pressure and ease depres-

sion. It has a balancing effect on the skin and is beneficial

for acne. It can also be used on the scalp to stimulate hair

growth.

Ellen Rowland is an American living in Senegal, W. Africa

in an off-the-grid earth house she helped to build with her

husband and two young children. She is a writer of sus-

tainable issues, fiction, humor, and poetry, and is cur-

rently working on a book about her experiences in

sustainable family living. You can follow her blog adven-

tures at http://senegalease.blogspot.com. - NL -

Learn More
Aromatherapy by Rene-Maurice Gattefosse (Random House
UK; 2nd edition, 2004) originally published in 1937 in French

The Practice of Aromatherapy: A Classic Compendium of Plant

Medicines and Their Healing Properties by Jean Valnet (Heal-
ing Arts Press, 1982)

The Healing Intelligence of Essential Oils: The Science of Ad-

vanced Aromatherapy by Kurt Schnaubelt (Healing Arts Press,
2011)

Essential Oil Safety: A Guide for Health Care Professionals by
Robert Tisserand, Tony Balacs (Churchill Livingstone, 1995)
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