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About the Book

In The Aromatherapy Handbook Danièle Ryman describes how to blend oils for a glowing skin, adding lustre to hair and preventing aging. Simple to use and packed with hints and tips, her book provides a complete guide to the healing properties of aromatherapy and its use in curing skin disorders, poor circulation, cellulite, sinusitis and bronchial troubles.


About the Author

Danièle Ryman was born in Cahors, France, and at the age of twenty discovered her vocation when she met the pioneer of aromatherapy, Marguerite Maury. After years of training, she came to Britain to run the Marguerite Maury Clinic in London. She has been practising for twenty-one years and specialises in skin problems. A regular participant in Cosmopolitan’s Health Workshops, Danièle has also contributed to several alternative health books and broadcasts frequently on television.
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Dedication

In memory of Marguerite Maury


NOTE

Aromatherapy is a form of complementary medicine and I would advise any patients under medication not to stop their treatment in order to try a formulation or suggestion without first consulting their doctors.


Introduction

This aromatherapy self-help handbook is dedicated to women in particular. It has been written because there is a need for information on this alternative form of medicine – and also because of constant nagging from my patients to record the advice given to them over twenty-one years!

Aromatherapy has been a way of life for me since the very first day of my life. The room in which I was born was filled with peach blossom and lilac, and I was later told by my grandmother that it was customary to welcome a baby in this manner, as its first breath of fresh air should be vivified through the scent of flowers. Thereafter, throughout my youth, with my family I practised the therapy without ever being conscious of its name. We massaged oils on our bodies when tired, took tisanes for insomnia and digestive upsets, inhaled the essential oils of plants when we suffered from bronchitis, colds and flu, and even used aromatic substances in cooking to help digestion. It was not unusual either to go on walks in the pine forests to breathe the pine scent, believed to be a preventative against tuberculosis.

It was Marguerite Maury, the pioneer of aromatherapy, whom I met in Paris when I was twenty, who made me aware that I had been practising it all my life. It was she who also convinced me that it could be taken seriously, and that I would be able to express my need to treat and heal people through it. So my life took this direction and I left the Beaux Arts, where I had been studying art, and went to work under her guidance until she died in 1968.

After her death I carried on her work and research. Later I widened its scope to include the sense of smell with aromatherapy itself, as I felt this had always been neglected because of our culture’s visual bias. When I began delving into the subject, I discovered that this had not always been the case. In the past, people had been far more aware of the sense of smell and the therapeutic function of smell.

The purpose of this book is to make people realise that this form of alternative medicine is open to all to practise and can bring nature back into urban lives through a ‘rainbow’ of scents. After all, we should not forget what Hippocrates, the father of medicine, said: ‘The way to health is to have an aromatic bath and scented massage every day.’

Danièle Ryman, January 1984


CHAPTER ONE
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The Sense of Smell

THE SENSE OF smell seems sadly neglected today, whilst the senses of vision and hearing are increasingly relied upon for giving information about the environment in which we live. Historically, the sense of smell was one of the most potent constituents of behaviour and indeed of survival, but nowadays most of us are not even aware that the sense of smell is one of the subtlest means of communication we possess, nor that it is one of the earliest means by which we form a bond with our new world. When a baby is born, the first thing he does is to take a deep breath, inhaling the different odours in the air and, because his eyesight is poor, he uses his sense of smell to recognise his mother and the security she represents for him. To primitive men and women, the sense of smell was as important as it is still for many animals, and it is only so-called ‘civilisation’ that has made us neglect its influence.

PHEROMONES

For humans, like animals, produce odoriferous substances called pheromones (the name comes from the Greek pherein, to carry, and hormon, to excite), which are used to identify, attract, and – in animals – to mark territory. Human pheromones are chemically similar to the hormones secreted by the endocrine glands which circulate in the blood to bring about all kinds of physical changes, but they are actually manufactured by the apocrine glands (not to be confused with those which produce sebum and sweat, found lying just beneath the skin, mostly around the breasts, under the arms, and in the anal and genital areas). We all emit pheromones which radiate into the air around us and are detected by other people – usually totally oblivious to the influence they may be having upon them – and by animals too.

To animals, the pheromones they emit act as a kind of language whereby they communicate with one another. Dogs, cats of all kinds, and many other animals leave scents to pass on messages about territory, destination, sex, etc. A hunted fox with a pack of hounds following his scent, for instance, will backtrack several times across a river to muffle the aroma of his trail, and will always search for a flock of sheep or other animals with whom he can mingle, thus losing his smell identity. Primitive tribesmen smeared their skins with animal scents in an attempt to camouflage their own phoromones and prevent them being detected by enemies, an idea probably suggested by their observations of the animal world.

Indeed, studying the habits of ancient or primitive peoples lends much support to the notion that they used their sense of smell to a much greater extent than it is used today, to its full potential indeed, in tandem with the senses of sight, sound and touch. Primitive man would sniff the ground to find out whether other peoples had passed that way – which makes sense, as several apocrine glands are found on the soles of the feet and pheromone molecules are known to linger on the soil for as long as fifteen days. American Indians did this until comparatively recently, and they were also known to be able to smell the odour of a dead man’s body up to ten miles away.

Perhaps the reason we have moved away from using our sense of smell is because we associate sniffing with animal behaviour, seeing it as a primitive function that civilised man should leave behind him if he wishes to be superior in the animal kingdom. Standing on two feet probably had something to do with it too. But whatever the reason, we are now having to rediscover the roles that pheromones play in our lives, and much of the evidence which suggests that smells act as messengers and alter our behaviour patterns comes from studies of animals.

In animals, the other important purpose of pheromones lies in sexual attraction – most obvious in the Emperor moth, whose mate can be attracted by smell from several miles away – and the fact that different animals produce their own variety of pheromones is obviously influential in ensuring the survival and healthy proliferation of the species. But research suggests that men and women too are sexually responsive to the pheromones that each emits. (Generally speaking, the pheromones produced by men have a musky aroma whereas women’s, although similar, are usually subtler and perhaps rather sweeter.)

The quality of those produced by a woman varies throughout her monthly cycle, and a man is most receptive and attracted to her smells at the time of ovulation. A woman’s sensitivity to a man’s pheromones also soars and plummets periodically due to the constant fluctations in her sex hormones. A man in New Guinea, for instance, will unashamedly waft a handkerchief that has been tucked in his armpit under the nostrils of his partner to arouse her to passion after the last dance. And, although not directly linked with sexual attraction, it is well known that a woman’s sense of smell becomes dulled from about two days after conception until about the third month: if this phenomenon could be used to confirm pregnancy, it would be considerably more pleasant than some of the medical tests currently performed!

As the quality of pheromones we produce can be influenced by the fluctations of hormones within the body, so they can also change when we are frightened. It is a literary cliché, but it is possible to detect fear in each other through the sense of smell. Animals certainly change their pheromones when attacked or frightened: when an ant’s nest, for instance, is invaded by an intruder some of the ants secrete a different quality of pheromone which is perceived by the others and they will then rally together to ward off their undesirable visitor. And animals can detect this emotion in humans: it is how a horse or dog can sense when you are nervous, and it may also help to explain why in times of war people tend to become much closer and more protective towards one another.

In fact, your sense of smell can protect you from all kinds of danger, and in my experience it can even save your life. Whilst asleep, most human senses are dulled, but the olfactory sense retains its acuity for all twenty-four hours of the day and night. This was invaluable to the survival of primitive man for while he rested, exposed to the elements, he could be assured of being able to detect the presence of a threatening stranger or animal. Nowadays, although we can lock doors for safety, the ability to detect unusual obtrusive odour is still a very precious asset. Twice my sense of smell has warned me of the presence of fire, waking me during the night in time to let me save the lives of my family and myself. During waking hours, too, it can tell of the presence of a gas leak or poisonous fumes, allowing you to react in time to escape from the impending danger.

Interestingly, the sense of smell is very often deadened when you are unwell, not only if you have a cold or flu, but also if you have another illness which does not necessarily interfere with the nasal passages, and we should always be aware of this.

THE SENSE OF SMELL AND THE PSYCHE

What do different aromas consist of, and how do they work to have such profound effects on behaviour, mood and functioning of the body?

We usually refer to a smell as something that is rather offensive, whereas an odour is neutral, neither particularly pleasant or unpleasant, and a scent is applied to perfume or the trail left by an animal. However, they are really all the same thing, odoriferous substances which consist of volatile molecules that can pass through air and water. The study or science of smell is technically called ‘osmology’ (from the Greek osme, smell), and odoriferous substances or smells are known as osmyls. Unlike light and sound, scientists have not quantified smell into measurable units, perhaps because the mechanism of smell perception still remains rather a mystery.

The molecules of an odour are perceived by a bundle of highly sensitive nerve cells located on the membranes lining the nasal passages (nostrils). These nerve cells make up the organ of olfaction which in humans is no larger in size than a thumb print, but in animals can be ten to thousands of times larger, which helps to explain why their sense of smell is far more developed than ours. Nevertheless, our sense of smell is 10,000 times more sensitive than that of taste, and as each of the nerves in the nose is a tiny branch of the brain, information about a certain smell is relayed incredibly quickly, whereas the detection of taste, sound, and touch is far less direct.

During our lifetime the degree to which we use our sense of smell changes. Babies rely heavily on the olfactory organ to help them seek nourishment for they can detect the pheromones a mother secretes from her breasts as well as the sweet odour of her milk. In early childhood too we react spontaneously to different smells, and studies suggest that children with a sharp sense of smell are often the most intelligent. However, children are unable naturally to discriminate between a good smell and a bad one, and pick up most of their notions as to which smells are acceptable and which are nasty from parents or schoolfriends.

Research has shown, however, that young children are highly attracted to the smell of strawberries and vanilla. To my disgust I discovered that many manufacturers have capitalised on this by scenting the rubber with which children’s dolls are made with artificial strawberry essence. I strongly suspect that the current fashion of scenting things like erasers and teeshirts with imitation essences could lead ultimately to much more dangerous tendencies like glue sniffing. Artificial odours and flavourings are even added to baby foods, creating the illusion that pears or apples are present in much greater abundance than they actually are.

Between the ages of ten and eighteen, children develop a liking for the fragrances of orange and musk as well as strawberries and vanilla, and it is not until the twenties that the sense of smell becomes rather more sophisticated, when individual preferences and dislikes for different odours are displayed. So even when two fragrances are generally accepted as being pleasant – say carnation and rose – a person may show a preference for one and actively dislike the other. This individuality plays an important role in determining the people to whom we are attracted, the kind of environment we feel happiest in, the flowers we would choose for the home and so on. (It is interesting to note that men are attracted to more complex mixes of spicy and floral fragrances whereas women tend to prefer the simple, single ones.)

Another intriguing aspect of smells or aromas is their ability to evoke memories – not just visual images of past happenings, but also the emotions felt at that time. I will always remember the smell of my mother’s perfume, Rose of Rochas. It still has a calming and comforting influence on me, as I associate it with her coming upstairs to kiss us goodnight. In the same way, the smell of Gitanes tobacco reminds me of my father for it used to impregnate his hair, skin and clothes, and in its presence I feel secure and protected.

Why don’t you experiment yourself with memories by imagining different smells? Shut your eyes and remember the first time you went to the seaside. Concentrate on the smell of the salt and seaweed – this should make you feel excited and happy. Conjure up the smell of the country, of farms, chickens and cows, of fields of corn and wheat, the smell of pine forests. Travel back in time and remember your first day at school, and you will probably sense a feeling of anticipation mixed with fear and excitement as you recall the smell of wooden desks and blackboards. Remember your first love and the flowers he may perhaps have given you. Such smells invariably evoke pleasurable sensations. Poets and writers have often gained inspiration from different scents: Proust, when he lived in Paris, for example, would travel 100 kilometres to Normandy to inhale the apple blossom. It is also interesting to note that different fragrances often feature strongly when there is mention of love in novels or poems.

To me a sharp and discriminating sense of smell is an incredibly valuable possession and I am very lucky to have been born with one. When I was young I could recognise my mother’s friends by the trail of scent they would leave in the corridors. I felt very wary of one of them and I’m sure she probably had a hostile smell although I didn’t understand this at the time. It was not until several years later that I learned from my mother that she had one day found her friend secretly drinking some of my milk ration (for it was during the war), and topping it up with water. Strangely enough, we have a saying in French ‘Je ne peux pas le sentir’ which literally translated means ‘I can’t smell him’, meaning ‘I don’t trust or like him’. This is probably a residual memory of when we would have used our sense of smell to determine whether we were attracted or repelled by another person’s pheromones.

THE SENSE OF SMELL NOWADAYS

It seems a shame to me that we have become obsessed with washing away the very smells that attract other people to us – the pheromones – keeping them at bay by using deodorants and replacing them with perfumes. I’m sure that it is because we are continually told, via the media, that the secretions we produce smell unpleasant, and we have been instilled with a fear of uncleanliness should we allow them to linger. Of course, this is a terrible distortion of the truth, firstly because within a matter of half an hour they will have been replaced again, and secondly because there is nothing unclean or unpleasant about our pheromones. In fact they are very attractive, and for this reason perfumers use extracts of animal glands such as civet, ambergris and musk in their creations, as they are known to appeal to our sense of smell due to their similarity in nature to our own secretions. Indeed, I believe that the eccentric painter Salvador Dali used to rub male goats’ faeces into his moustache before going out for the evening. As he was considered incredibly attractive to and successful with women, this unusual facet of his nocturnal preparations would seem to bear this point out!

Not only do I find the idea perpetrated by the perfume and scent manufacturers that we should replace our own natural fragrances with imitations one of bad taste, I also know it can be harmful. Because the raw materials are incredibly expensive, synthetic substitutes have to be used instead and, not surprisingly, this goes hand in hand with the surge of distressing skin allergies and rashes that so many women, and men, suffer from nowadays.

And I know I am not alone in noticing that many other odours that are man’s creation do us no good at all. The fumes that come from industry and traffic can actually cause illness because they continually stress the body. The harmful effects of smog and of lead in petrol are well known. And, unfortunately, we try and camouflage many unpleasant fumes with synthetic flowery commercial sprays, which only make matters worse. I have been told that manufacturers of such ‘air fresheners’ use in them chemical compounds with anaesthetic properties, such as glyoxal: these deaden the sense of smell for more than an hour, and also irritate the bronchial tubes, which means they can provoke a number of respiratory troubles such as asthma. They also add very potent odoriferous molecules which, because they are so overpowering, drown the unpleasant scent. This gives the impression that it has disappeared although it is actually still there, just temporarily submerged in a sea of other, to my mind, equally noxious smells. No wonder they can make us feel so nauseous.

Other harmful chemicals which are often used in aerosol furniture sprays, window cleansers and so on include chlorine, ammonia and formaldehyde. These also anaesthetise the olfactory organ and, because they are irritant, can cause the appearance of allergies and rashes as severe as bad sunburn.

As the sense of smell is so basic a part of us, I’m sure we all could benefit from a greater awareness of the role it plays in our everyday lives. I would even go so far as to say we ought to re-educate our senses of smell, learning in school, perhaps, how to tell good smells from bad smells, how to differentiate between those that will do us good and those that could possibly harm us. Aromatherapy – literally therapy through aromas – goes a long way towards this re-education.


CHAPTER TWO
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Aromatics in History

IF WE WISH to surround ourselves with pleasant aromas we should turn to nature – to trees, flowers and plants – rather than settling for cheap imitations. Hippocrates is known to have said, ‘There is a remedy for every illness to be found in nature,’ and I certainly believe he was right and that the plant kingdom, as well as appealing to our sense of smell, is a veritable pharmacopoeia. It not only provides us with the means to heal ourselves, but also demands no rewards for its services.

When an animal is unwell, he will instinctively search for the plants that will heal him. Similarly, primitive man discovered that the plants he ate could affect the way he felt. Although this learning process was slow, the steady growth in his knowledge of how certain plants influenced his system enabled him to cure the illnesses and wounds which afflicted his family and himself. Little wonder therefore that he looked upon plants and flowers with such reverence, believing that each had a soul and that gods resided in the trees. Undoubtedly, too, his sense of smell came into play in his recognition of the different plants, especially those that looked similar, as he began to classify them into those that would heal, cure, kill or provide nourishment.

The first records of such plant classifications are to be found in the caves of Lascaux in the Dordogne. According to archaeologists’ findings the paintings on the cavern walls, made in
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