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A PRIMER ON AROMATHERARY ¢ BY AIMEE | EE BRAI 4
A PRIMER ON AROMATHESAPY © BY AlIMEE LEE BALL

HIPPOCRATES WOULD HAVE LOVED TODAY S SPAS. THE FATHER OF MODERN MEDICINE IS WIDELY
quoted as having said, “The way to health is to have an aromatic bath and scented massage every day.” The
good doctor would surely have signed up for the “essential rose body wrap” offered at Lake Austin Spa
Resort or the “euphoria body ritual” with sage and geranium at Canyon Ranch.

One of the foundation stones of spa treatments, aromatherapy has a rich anecdotal and folkloric his-
tory. There are cave paintings in Lascaux, France, dating back nearly 20,000 years that depict the burn-
ing of aromatic plants, a ritual thought to drive out evil spirits. The archaeologists who opened King Tuts
tomb found pots with traces of the frankincense and myrrh that Egyptian priests and alchemists used for
healing, and during the early Roman Empire, Plutarch wrote about the intoxicating effect of an herbal
blend that was burned in temples, noting that it “lulled one to sleep, allayed anxieties, and brightened
dreams.” In the plague-ravaged Europe of the 17th century, hollow; fragrance-filled walking sticks and
pomanders were both thought to provide armor against the infection.

It was an accidental instance of healing that gave rise to aromatherapy. The term was coined by the
eatly-20th-century French perfume chemist Rene-Maurice Gattefosse, who, having burned his hand
during an experiment, plunged it into the nearest container of liquid to quell the pain. The container held

visit spafinder.com march.april 2007 | 121



et 'I.\"
YL o
R s
LA . -
'1-.-),', Ve
VNS LOAY
P &
s ‘)
. 4 ‘e
) o
.\ [y,
/'-“{ 0y
S X
bl B\
. e "'l".
L ) . 5 P\
454 "
A
\ :
2 <
e | s
.................
..... )
....... s,
> -.I(
5 T
g ;a "'.4:-:._|
5 .
Lad oy P ridls

lavender oil. Amazed at how quickly the
burn healed, Gattefosse began experi-
menting, using oils of thyme, lemon, and
~ clove on the wounds of soldiers during
World War I. His 1937 book on the sub-
ject was called Aromatherapie. Today the
term means “treatment based on the cur-
ative properties of essential oils.”

No one disputes the power of smell
to affect mental states and even behav-
ior. (See “How the Nose Knows,” right.)
Anthropologist Margaret Mead reported
~that in primitive cultures, tribes some-

times went to war because they were
antagonized by one another’s bodily smells.
Fragrant baths are used in Amazonian
Brazil to purify and protect the body, and
in parts of India smelling the head is a
traditional greeting, considered a means
of filling oneself with the other’s pres-
ence. Among the Ongee of the South
Pacific, the equivalent of “How are you?”
is “When/why/where is the nose to be?”

In spa treatments, essential oils that

contain the active ingredients of plants
in concentrated form are incorporated
into massages and blended into baths.
They're called volatile oils because they
evaporate. Most are extracted by steam
distillation; in the case of citrus, the peels
are mechanically pressed.

[t’s the use of the word curative in aro-

" matherapy that begs examination. In my
random perusal of spa menus and liter-
ature on essential oils, I came across claims
that they were antiviral, antifungal, anti-
bacterial, anti-inflammatory, sedative to
the nervous system, cytophylactic (mean-
ing restoring or regenerating cells), and
aphrodisiac (you know what that means).
The International Federation of Aro-
matherapists, a London-based group,
claims that aromatherapy can help skin
problems, digestion, lack of stamina, aches
and pains, and anxiety. “Whetheryou are
stressed or just wish to feel deeply relaxed,
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aromatherapy can give you a peaceful sleep
and help increase your vitality;” states the
IFA website. “If you are unwell, aro-
matherapy can help your body to help
itself and speed up recovery.”

It'’s a mountain of claims supported
by a molehill of evidence. The Sense of
Smell Institute, the nonprofit educa-
tional arm of the American fragrance
industry, has coined and trademarked
the term aroma-chology to describe the
study of how specific smells affect human

¥
N T VYA
2 " ¥ % A

A ‘Q\ah ) | = Yy !
sl the limhie avetarm that e e concs Al
gl G e e s Vot Ltiiett 1 BAS LIS ot s Wl
oYY Syt N y r

e B N LR N 1 54 i | WL I

SES., atecoraging veif el Z. A

, £ - o~
IHEie N o i Azl (1! 1 H A1 (SRt

e
3Ly I numat Denavior il

SV egical School I QVIC o
PR e = =S U o
V100 1SIZNa. | L T D) 0N O an
(9] S Calll | erl BZ1Na° 1S
o~
12c y SO eSS 110 SUch
™ Ay - N MUYy > -lr\-’ fo . Q-', 11
L) 1) @S all innate - WASE 10 SNl Ol ,L:;!i~
Jd, . Tl A T L =)
LI |} gave 21 ; fal meantng: i andg ol
o ' CIm ll < t /e TS S B V¢ /
- (4 e T ¢ Siid - {5l
"\ | P Py P T v 7
) . 1 Y Jl ' (11 L ) ‘ I.r_) \/ : { !;'_::.'j_ E }\}: Pt
through experience. which can be person
~i1 14 £ PR AS H -

CUted _','.‘. {1 VOU hgave r - Sirieted a ira
arancre o ,{* wheaethor oo an intant or oach il
U1 el S WV, YW 1S o all bl Hctil W AW S ) )

\ Ak ) I + Ar it hacad

4 gesia e 240 OF NCL Dasteud

& 1S, '] ' COt a RIroxy
1Or 1 2l roudh asso 18}, HEerzZ
mirg S

A& r | Who hate N meail

maC o | R
RSN ) ] i o ) i1 12 Si] hj};_vi.f_ ]
them Wi ner mothe =)

| i ~ r ~ + 5Ny et alUIe
| | ; Xl 2! IR \ “-\.i( it et ! AV E
o 23" ’ Y {-"\;l'-]’):. \w~‘ A nI'.
29 BAS I R S e 3 ) ! i
| 1S il SUONCHY NS Sertait nerves in
A,! \ + i—’— ¢ o 5 14 VY
i il T\ ! ']-:‘ & ! [ G i W A ! ‘! |Hi\:,
i 1 { T\ | [ ag that Di
JLce 1 are npepb : i 31 ¢

mood and behavior—but limits the field
to those that can be measured in scien-
tific experiments, usually done by trac-
ing brain activity and psychological
response to determine statistical sig-
nificance. There has been some inter-
esting research in this area (see “Oils
with Track Records”™ on page 128), but
few studies meet the gold standard, being
published in peer-reviewed scientific
journals and demonstrating specific
claims about specific fragrances, accord-
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ing to Rachel S. Herz, a visiting profes-
sor in the department of psychiatry and
human behavior at Brown University
Medical School in Providence, Rhode
Island, and a reigning expert on smell.
“People are very suggestible when it
comes to smells because we can’t see

them, and suggestions can be quite pow-
erful and reinforcing,” she says. “The
proof is the ability to pass scientific rigor.
It’s not enough to say, ‘Look, somebody
did this here.” The issues need to be much
more finessed and dissected.”

Despite lack of scientific evidence, aro-
matherapy advocates claim the benefits of
essential oils are real, if elusive. “The most
difficult number to get—and we still do
not have the instrumentation to measure
it—is feeling better,” says Sharon Christie,
the president of Aromafloria, a product
company in Huntington Station, New
York. “But [ am a big proponent of the
placebo effect. If somebody says you're
going to feel better, isn’t that powerful
medicine? We know that when you com-
bine touch and smell, you get a synergy: It
comes down to which oils should be used.”

There are plenty of choices in the
botanical pharmacopoeia, both familiar
and esoteric. “Every scent has about 120
ingredients and will have a few qualities,
like stimulating or calming,” says Cord
Coen, whose Zents line of products, based
on essential oils, is found at spas such as
the Broadmoor in Colorado, Qua Baths
at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas, and Lit-
tle Dix Bay in the Virgin Islands. “It’s a
potion, affecting us on a pretty deep level.
But we don’t have as many facts backed
by the FDA as many of us would like.”

visit spafinder.com
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For those who have drunk the Kool-
Aid, the subject of aromatherapy is
nuanced. “I take a middle-line approach,”
says Barbara Close, the founder and pres-
ident of Naturopathica, a day spa in East
Hampton, New York, and a line of aro-
matherapy products. “I have the scientific

—
Ll ¥
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basis when I can get it but keep an open
mind, because there are many things that
can excite the healing response and [ don’t
know if we can scientifically prove it.” Close
refers to aromatherapy as phytotherapy;
meaning based on plants. “Sometimes you
chop up a plant and steep it in water and
have tea; sometimes you chop up a plant
and steep it in alcohol and have a treat-
ment. As a proprietor, I can’t make health
claims, but we’re using volatile essences
from plants to heal the body, with a range
of therapeutic effects. There is a scientific
basis to how we use essential oils. Since
those substances attach to the olfactory
bulbs next to the limbic system, which
houses memory, we get into froufrou emo-

.......
. S U

tional science: You smell vanilla and flash
back to baking cookies with Mom.”

It’s at the crossroad of feel-good treat-
ments and therapeutic claims that con-
troversy arises. In an article cunningly
titled “Why Aromatherapy Works (Even
If It Doesn’t)” published in the British Jour-
nal of General Practice, Andrew Vickers, a
researcher in integrative medicine at
Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Cen-
ter in New York City; seems to make a case
for aromatherapy. “Few who have received
a back rub would doubt that massage is
relaxing,” he writes. “Indeed, there is con-
siderable evidence from randomized tri-
als that massage reduces anxiety scores. If
massage is effective, then aromatherapy—
massage plus essential oils—is also effec-
tive (unless essential oils are harmful, which
seems unlikely).... If aromatherapists want
to add essential oils to a massage, then that
should largely be their business. Clinical
researchers should be no more exercised
by this practice than by that of psy-
chotherapists who enhance the ambience
and comfort of the consulting room with
plants, pictures, and cushions.”

Then Vickers drops the other shoe. “If
essential oils add to the value of a massage,
then it is unlikely that they do so to any ¥

........
nnnnnnnn
.......

march-april 2007 | 123



It's an aromatherapy jungle out there. The
Foad and Drug Administration has never
defined the term, but the agency takes a

dim view of many therapeutic claims made:

for aromatherapy, including assertions that it

can improve well-being and strengthen the

body's self-defense mecharisms.

~ TheFood, Drug and Gosmetic Act lumps:
aromatherapy products in the sarne category.

cleansing, beaut

ying, promoting attractive-
ness, or altering the appearance.” Claiming

that an aroma can make someone fegl more
attractive generally doss not requirs FDA

v approval; any suggestion that & scent can

botanical source, but fow are these stan-

dards fo be guaranteed?” asks British bio-
Chemis{?Tony"Burﬁéld‘ r-who- m‘aintainsz a
net.ce.,uk/v«n.odrce/;)f .“No-rquahty standards
for the authentication of essential oils exist
in aromatherapy, in spite of the revelations:
of gross adulteration.”

Some labels can mislead even when
they seem to reassure. Take the word
organic. *The best frankincense comes from
Somalla, but it's highly urlikely that its ever
going to be certified as organic,” says
Geralding Howard, the founder and presi-
dent of the London company Aromatherapy

Prod%i ct labels are not necessarily much
help The label doesn’t even have to
state that a product is synthetic, meaning

~v—

itisn't made ﬁ om treal oils at all

treat or prevent a condition or disease, or oth-
 erwise affect the body's structure or function,
may cause the product 10 be regulated as a
drug. But enforcement is predicated on “puib-
lic health priorities and available resotirces’—
in other words, caveat emptor.

Praduct labels are not necessarily much
 help, either. The label doesn't even have to
state that a product is synthetic, meaning it
isrvt made from real oils at all,

“Essential oils should be produiced by
purely physical means and be 100 percent
pure:anditht:al_ty.deﬁv;ed' ?from:ﬂfhé named

Assoéiates. whose products can be found
in spas such as Canyon Ranch and the
Golden Deor, *As with buying imp organic
carrots, I'd rather have something conven-
tional but fresh.”

So what's a consumer to do? Here are
three commonsense litmus tests:

= Trust the price point “If a half-ounce bot-

tle of rose oil costs $12, it's probably syn-
thetic,” says Barbara Close, the founder and

president of Naturopathica, a day spaand

produot company in East Hampton, New
York. "A half ounce of genuine rose oil

would probably cost well over $100. The
rose petals are handpicked in Bulgatia, and
it takes 2,000 pounds of petals to yield one
pound of essential oil. Floral oils are hard to
dlistill, so things like rose, jasmine, and neroli
are going to be expensive.” |

m Trust your nose "With & synthetic, there's a
big burst of fragranice and then your nose
goss biind, like when you walk into an eleva-
tor and someone is wearing Obsession,” says
Close. “The synthetic absorbs into the offac-

~ tory bulb more quickly. With the real thing, it's

like sticking your hooter into a glass of Pinot
Noir—your nose goes on & slow little journey.”
m Trust the packaging “See if it's pack-
aged in glass,” says Jenefer Palmer, the
founder of the Osea skin-care line. “Any -
product that contains more than 3 percent
of essential olls will not hold up in plastic.”
Guy Vincent, the head of research and.
development at Aromatherapy Associates,
amends this statement to exempt HDPE
(high-density polyethylene), a plastic that
does not allow esseritial oils to pass
through (up to 10 percent concentrations).
But he brings up another concern: “l find

it ironic that companies brag about ‘no
petrochemicals’ in their product and then
they put it in plastic.” Unfortunately, while
there are many regulations about ingredient
labeling, there are few about containers,
other than the FDA'S requirement that pack-
aging must be safe for its intended use.”
You can recognize HDPE because packag-
ing made of it displays the recycling code

for it, a triangte with arrows, the number 2,

and the letters HDPE.
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great extent,” he writes. “Authors of
aromatherapy textbooks seem to feel com-
fortable making a large number of extraor-
dinary (and sometimes contradictory)
claims in the absence of systematically
collected data.” Vickers mentions claims
touting geranium for anything from frost-
bite to infertility;, cypress for anything
from rheumatism to hemorrhages, and
juniper for anything from sexual enhance-
ment to sedative. In my own little jour-
ney through the world of aromatherapy;
I found references to jasmine for impo-
tence or frigidity, frankincense for
gonorrhea or heavy menstrual flow; and
tea-tree oil for athlete’s foot or head lice.

[ do not suffer from any of these con-

P ™ Ran) 4
2 : o
% "
R » ., e » P > L - —~, o
"N & Vi 4 v
[XVE 2§ g : TERE 1
() R P » 4 A B
'\.,’ .kha-/ o d—- e : = .;./ .“(;-— . - ‘u l 6/
$ ¥ ~ ~ ). 1)
S I ' 1S Al Al | SITE
! N ,"" ;-‘L ' >
R i VI Al VISH e S 3l
~ £, l
1 i vt |
aers a real sl soiatl i
e ) -~ -
o 3 OS] Ne @arm s al | - ’
L 1~ b o
:"'“\;”\‘3 T' ] | I( i
iDDaratus Knowrs , r ' 188
> = . o d
[OWErS: legves. rots. anrIsS O AN l
- ;.-',:\v-‘ ‘ .I V
f.’l':.ln [ el 1] Vel el | ] |
aliner | <Ol | Slalliin e
N peN L. ~
Walst, \Cl HE e | ¢ |
IWHar wata| 1 ' T3
31 Y N . VR T -~ I~ -
tRe steam is cooled, ther: o
Beonagansect |l WV Aarcam
LN JI IS ci -
J
2 - ™ | = - i e & st =
FOWIN : e essariiai ol
DOel { L anErent | I=2les
Yy 4 SN P =
el 116 icAl H 411 [E2re) B!
2 N g B '\r~;'-‘.';-:' n o~ o= _.7.',_,-‘ et e =t = : . L PN e o~ |
HesS Of L-I ISENISUSS, UNe SAaimiple O |averaer ol
NeIG unaer my c e Snudder—i
- - ~ 14 )
| SHRCH Sntno! guaity—wi ! O
i1 - -~
anoiner crop | (Ce Hl O %
vnicn Pl Il proguce Som ¢
J-,
- LIS HEANY {

126 | march-april 2007

Y N e % N T~ -~ ? Ty
B - 3 Lo -
o SN v i A () 2 S N o

ditions, but I love a good massage, and I
tigure it can’t hurt to see what essential
oils can bring to the party. The Four Sea-
sons Hotel in New York City uses
products from the British company Aro-
matherapy Associates. “When you have
an aromatherapy treatment, if the ther-
apist doesn’t ask more than ‘Do you want
a relaxing or reviving treatment?’ she’s not
doing her job,” says Geraldine Howard,
a cofounder of the line. AA has formula-
tions to relax, de-stress, revive, rescue,
renew, and balance; the company recom-
mends use of its “consultation card” to
determine a client’s needs, with choices
such as “under pressure,” “emotionally

drained,” “jet-lagged,” “long hours at com-
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puter,” “overexercising,” “mood swings,”
“need pampering,” “too much time in pol-
luted atmosphere,” and “want the party
vibe.” Howard explains that there is a dif-
ference between, say, relaxing and
de-stressing. “To me, relaxing means
switching off, and if we use something
like chamomile, you might not feel like
focusing on a project or a job afterward.
De-stressing means you need to get rid
of physical tensions but don’t want to clear
the mind. Aromatherapy can do all those
things for you.”

The Four Seasons doesn’t use the AA
consultation card—blame it on “the New
York state of mind,” according to spa direc-
tor Chris Pulito. “For every person who
arrives early enough to complete the ques-
tionnaire,” he says, “there are ten people
we're upsetting because they have to fill
out another piece of paper in order to
have a massage.” But therapist Geri Ryan
asks about my current mind-body sta-
tus—she notices that I was on the tread-
mill in the gym eatlier, for instance, and
askswhat I'll be doing when I leave. Then
she lets me sample four blends of essen-
tial oils, ultimately deciding on some relax
formula and some rescue. The massage
follows a prescribed sequence that fuses
Western and Eastern styles: There’s chakra
balancing along the spine; pressure to the
craniosacral area and over the ganglia
(clusters of nerves beside the spinal col-
umn); Swedish and neuromuscular strokes
on the shoulders and scalp; fluid balanc-
ing over the bladder meridian; and a bit
of reflexology. I'm aware of the reason-
ing for this sequence only after the treat-
ment; while Ryan’s hands are on me, I'm
simply slipping into a deeply relaxed state.
And when a friend calls later that after-
noon with a last-minute offer of a the-
ater ticket, I accept but find I can barely
stay awake during the performance.

The La Prairie spa at the Ritz-
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can geranium be both sedative and uplift-

Carlton in New York City offers aro-
matherapy massages with five essential oils
(geranium, lavender, orange, peppermint,
and rosemary) and four “seasonal” blends.
The descriptions are a bit puzzling: How

mg> I choose orange, which promises to

“ease tension and frustration” and “convey
joy and positivity.” Lead therapist Eliza-
beth Rutigliano adds 15 drops to a carrier
oil of grapeseed, jojoba, apricot kernel,

peach kernel, and safflower. She oils her
hands and rubs them under my nose while
I inhale, then drops a tissue with some of

the oil on the floor under the face cradle
while she works. When I turn onto my

back, she gives me an eye pillow with an
insert that contains some oil, too. “People

tend to treataromatherapy like energy work
or vitamins,” she says. “T can’t say that a cer-
tain session will cure you of your issues, but

it’s a matter of how much does someone

want to take care of herself and possibly
get results?” I'm pretty joyous and positive

afterward—from Rutigliano’s strong hands,
the orange oil, or both?

Six blends of essential oils from Espa
are offered in the aromatherapy treat-
ments at the Mandarin Oriental Spa in
New York City. “We begin in the face
region,” explains group spa trainer Bon-

nie Baker. “In Chinese medicine, stress,

abnormality, and disharmony in the body

‘begin in the head, so we work on the pres-

sure points, relaxing that area. We try to

disengage the brain from making the deci-
sion about which blend to use. We'll allow

guests to smell the oils on their own skin,

and judging from what their attraction
is, what they feel the stronger smell is,

we'll take that as an indication of what’s
best for their body.” When I tell thera-
pist Nicole Yi that I'm somewhat sleep-
deprived, she lets me test two blends that
are meant to be uplifting, and I choose
the “fitness” oil. It contains clove, rose-

Aromatherapist Training
k>

There are no state regulations, licensure. or
laws governing the praciice of aromatherapy
in the United States, The topical application of
essential oils reguires a professional license—
massage therapist, acupuncturist, and natur-
opath all qualify—but not necessariy fraining
in aromatherapy. A massage therapist couid
practice it having dane nothing more than
read a bock on essential olls. Offering aro-
matherapy consuitations or creating custom
blends for home use can be done without any
license. That's why there are zillions of these
offers on the Internet,

The National Association of Holistic Aro-
matherapy in Spokane, Washington. offers a
“certificaie of professional membershin,”
regiuiring ene of the following: graduation from
an aromafiwerapy training program with a mini-
rmum of 200 hours, proof of four years' direct
expenence and education in the theory and
practice of aromatherapy, or passage of the
Aromatherapy Begistration Council national
exam. Registration is recagnized for five years
and entities use of the honorific initials KA.

The NAHA maintains a list of approved

aromatherapy schools (it includes home-study
programs) but does not police them after
approval is granted, and the NAHA cetiificate
dees not confer any legal status. The tenms
clinical and certified before aromatherapist
refer only to recognition from a patticular

school. NAHA alse maintains a cade of ethics

that exhorts members 1o “represent education,

training, aualifications, and abilities honestly”
and “acknowledae the limitations of skills.”
“The public needs to ask guestions whern
scheduling an appoiniment for aromatherapy
senvices,” says Kelly Holland Azzaro, a vice
president of the NAHA and the owner of Ashi
Therapy in Banner Bk, North Garolina, “Ask
about the aromatherapist’s training and edu-
cation—there are some companies offering
weekend training, Feople should know that
aromatherapists must work within the scope
of their practice and not make medical claims
apout essential alls. Some spas and holistic
faciities will work with purchased blends and
just apply these 1o clients without doing a
nealth intake or finding out about allergies or

possible contraindications of use,”
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mary, peppermint, eucalyptus, Indian
bay, and lavender and is said to be “ideal
for anyone who has an active lifestyle.”
The skin-sloughing scrub she uses has
a distinctive spearmint scent, and the
footbath part of the ritual uses myrrh,
orange, and palmarosa. I'm a mixed
bouquet. By the time I reclaim my
street shoes (they’re whisked away at
the door) I have enough energy to meet
a friend for dinner and a movie. (Okay,
I yawn through the film, but out of
boredom, not sleepiness.)

So does aromatherapy work? As so
often happens when considering the
value of spa treatments, the answer
depends on whom—and where—you're
asking. In Japan, the term kansei refers
to a kind of “sensory engineering.” One
way the Japanese practice it is by
spreading aromas in public spaces such
as airports, train stations, and hotels,
to enhance behavior and create a more
positive environment. It's something
we could use in this country, says Clif-
ford R. Bragdon, the dean of Univer-
sity College at the Florida Institute of
Technology in Melbourne. “As we plan
and design our cities, we use only one
of our senses—sight,” he says. “We could
use our sense of smell to enhance our
experience and make the built envi-
ronment a more desirable to place to
live and work. We need blind archi-
tects and city planners with sensitive
noses.” When he was the director of
the National Aviation and Trans-
portation Center at Dowling College
in Long Island, New York, Bragdon led
a group of urban planners in trying to
use aromatherapy at the Port Author-
ity Bus Terminal in Manhattan. “We
took measurements about putting
aroma into the HVAC system to mit-
igate diesel fumes and make it seem
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less like a NASCAR track. We got

almost to the point of doing it but were
stopped by red tape.”

So until kansei is widely adopted in
this country; there’s really only one answer
to the question of whether your vanilla

candle, your lavender bath oil, and your
peppermint foot massage are worth the
money: How do you feel?

AIMEE LEE BALL isacontributing editor
at O: The Oprah Magazine.
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