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4  Aromatherapy

T
he healing power of lavender heralded

the beginning of modern aromatherapy.

While working in the family’s perfumery

laboratory, René Gattefosse burned his hand, so

the story goes, and dipped it into a vat of

lavender essential oil. To his surprise, the pain of

the burn eased very quickly. More surprising was

the fact that the burn healed in an extremely

short time and left no scar. This inspired

Gattefosse to start looking into the power of other

essential oils. He was the first to name the use of

essential oils in healing Aromatherapy, in the

early 1900s. Little did he know then that he would

be named the ‘father of modern aromatherapy’ or

that he, through this accident, rediscovered the

healing properties of lavender essential oil.

From the mother to hybrids
I was first introduced to this wonderful oil by

Patricia Davies, my teacher at the London School

of aromatherapy in the early 1980s. She called it

the mother of essential oils. The name does feel

appropriate as lavender holds a wide scale of

healing properties.

The name lavender is said to be derived from

the Latin word ‘lavare’ to wash and ‘officinalis’

which means medicinal or health giving as a

definition linked to plants. The historians say that

lavender has been used for healing for over

2,500 years and that there are many, (the

numbers differ between sources), species of

lavender growing around the world. The origin of

lavender is in the region of the Mediterranean

where it is known to be indigenous. With the

growing popularity of aromatherapy, the demand

for more essential oils has increased not just in

aromatherapy but also for the cosmetic, personal

hygiene and fragrance industries. Consequently,

the numbers of lavender growers have increased

and to get bigger harvests for the industry’s

needs, hybrids have been cultivated.

Looking into the chemistry and its

meaning in therapy
The aim of this article is to give some insight into

the world of the lavenders, through the

differences in their chemical structure. Opening

the lavender picture wider will bring attention to

the fact that you really need to know what you

have in your lavender bottle if you want to gain

certain results from the treatments with lavender.

Books on essential oils and aromatherapy give

amazing lists of healing properties for lavender,

and no wonder! There is a long list of all the

properties ever found in all the different species

of lavender. But there is a need to make some

separation between the lavenders to clarify the

benefits that may be gained from them. This can

only be done if one knows the species,

subspecies or hybrid of the oil in use. Then you

need to take into account the influence of the soil

conditions, the sun and the rain that influence the

composition of the oil. So the only way really to

know what is in your bottle is to know the

chemical composition of the oil in use. 

Use the essential oil whole 

as nature intended
In the definition of holistic aromatherapy are the

words ‘to use the essential oils whole’. But what if

you do not know what the whole is! Working with

people and nature means that nothing is ever

standard. In aromatherapy, we need to listen to

the client with all our senses and heart, and often

the choice of the essential oil will be partly based

on intuition.

The very root and basis of intuition, inspiration

and improvisation is that you know your

instrument inside out, you can play it in your

sleep and hear its harmony with the rest of the

orchestra. So more knowledge and taking into

account and using all the information available,

can only bring more depth into the holistic, heart-

centred approach.

Lavender: the beginning of modern aromatherapy

The Lavenders 

and Lavandines
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The naturally occurring

lavenders 

Lavandula
The genus Lavandula of the family Lamiaceae,

also known as Labiatae, is made up of several

species. The best known in aromatherapy are the

Lavandula group and the Stoechas group.

The Lavandula group includes the Lavandula

angustifolia (officinalis), Lavandula latifolia (spika)

and the two subspecies of L.angustifolia ssp

angustifolia and L.angistifolia ssp pyreniaca.

Lavandula angustifolia
This is the lavender most commonly known

among aromatherapists. This is the lavender that

has been given the amazing list of healing

properties. It is nowadays grown in many parts of

the world and in much varying climatic and soil

conditions which all annually affect the

composition of the essential oil produced.

Lavender oil is characterised by linalool

(according to ISO 25–38%), linalyl acetate (ISO

25–45%) traces of 1.8 cineole and about 1% of

camphor. Lavender oil also contains borneol, but

no bornyl acetate, which can be found in lavandin

oil. Lavandulol is also typical for a true lavender.

The table shows that there is quite a variation

in the composition of these oils. All of them are

grown and sold under the name of Lavandula

angustifolia/officinalis. 

The French Lavender appears to hold the

highest linalool and linalyl acetate content

irrespective of the differences in the annual

climatic conditions. This oil will have the calming

and relaxing properties for which true lavender is

best known. The Bulgarian and Italian lavenders

at their best could be close to the properties of

Main

components
French Bulgarian      Italian   Japanese    Iranian Fr/It blend 

Linalool 27.2–33.6 25.8–30.2 24.2–39.6 20.5 34.1 33.6

Linalyl Acetate   34.8–43  21.9–34.1 25.8–40  43.3 3.7 34.8

Lavandulyl Acetate  2.7–4.4  2.5–5.3  3.5–6.3   4.3  2.7

Lavandulol 0.7–1      1–1.8 0.9–1.1  0.1 0.7

Terpinen 4-ol   1.5–6 5.1–10.1   2.6–5.8 0  4.5 1.5

1.8 Cineol 0.2–1.4  0.8–1.3   0.6–6.5   0.1   18.5 1.1

Camphor 0.5–0.8 0–0.5   0.2–5.2   0.1 10.2 0.8

Borneol 0.6–1.4  0–1.2   0–1.4   0 14.5 1.5

The characteristics of lavender 
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E
ssential oils are safe, natural chemical

messengers that can travel deep into the

body and stimulate the body to help

itself. Essential oils, when respected, are not

harmful. 

Aromatherapy is the controlled use of essential

oils, I emphasise the word ‘controlled’! It's how

we use them that is important and how we

educate our clients to use them. In the UK, we do

not recommend the internal use of essential oils.

This method is employed by doctors only, in

some European countries. 

The subtle use of essential oils can restore

balance and harmony to the body and mind, and

produce a restorative effect that is quite

astounding. One of my favourite blends is a

subtle blend of essential oils in aloe vera, jojoba

and rosehip; it's a blend of four essential oils,

flowers, fruit and herb essences. When applied

externally (dermal application), it results in a

sense of ease and relief from some of the

symptoms associated with the female cycle that

many women experience each month. It also has

an amazing effect on the skin; I have witnessed a

case of psoriasis improve in less than a week

following the application of the gel-based solution. 

After 25 years working with essential oils, I am

still astonished by their magic and mystery.

Scientists tell us that the body absorbs so little of

the French oil. The variations may be due to the

climatic changes or the analyzed oils come from

different parts of the countries with variation in

the soil conditions in which they were grown. The

Iranian Lavender’s composition with a fairly high

amount of borneol will give it extra camphorous

aroma and borneol is also good for

inflammations. 

The last one is a blend of Italian and French

Lavandula angustifolia and the composition will

always be held the same. This is a standardized

blend. By altering the amounts of the different

components the industry, whose clients demand

the same aroma every year for the goods that

their clients require, will be able to provide what

they need. This oil is excluded from use in

aromatherapy by the very definition of

aromatherapy.

Lavandula latifolia, Spike lavender 
Main components 

d-Camphor 6–16

1.8 Cineol 25–38

d-Borneol 1–2.5

alfa Pinene 1–4.2

beta Pinene 1.2–3.5

Caryophyllene 0.3–1.7

d-Camphene 0.75–1.75

Linalol 2.5–5.5

Lavandula latifolia contains borneol and

lavandulol, as does Lavandula angustifolia.

Lavandula Stoechas
The best known lavender of the Stoechas group

is L.stoechas ssp.stoechas, the French Lavender.

The lavenders in this group vary greatly in the

composition of the essential oil that they produce,

depending on the growing area. L.stoechas

ssp.cariensis, growing in Anatolia, Turkey, has a

high cetone content; 30% camphor and 18%

fenchone. Even 84% camphor has been found in

subspecies of L.stoechas. L. stoechas

ssp.pendulata on the other hand (Mill) contains

67% of 1.8 cineole. 

These great variations in the composition are

perhaps the reason why they have not found their

way into aromatherapy use.

Man-made clones–Lavandin
The Lavandins are hybrids between Lavandula

angustifolia and Lavandula latifolia. These hybrids

became popular among growers who supplied

toiletry, soap and other mass market industries as

they give greater yields of oil than the lavenders.

Of the Lavandins the closest to the original parent

plants could be said to be Lavandin oil clone

Reydovan, which is reminiscent of L. latifolia and

Lavandin oil clone Super that is likened to L.

angustifolia due to its 40%, content of linalyl

acetate.

Towards the future
It appears that the world of lavenders, as well as

other essential oil plants, is increasingly changed

and developed by man according to the needs of

those who buy and produce them. This means

that the variations in the compositions of the

essential oils available to aromatherapists will

also change. Therefore there will be a need for

more rigorous following of the exact chemistry of

the oils we use.

Choosing oils that are organically produced will

give more security on the genus, the species and

subspecies of the plant, but it still does not cover

the annual changes of the growing conditions,

which we know will make a difference to the final

product, the essential oil.

This is also a challenge to the organic growers

and suppliers to provide an analysis of each

batch of essential oils that they send to the

market.  This I am sure will also in the future be

an important criteria that therapists will use to

choose essential oil suppliers. After all, only the

best will be good enough to meet our clients’

needs. CHW
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Aromatherapy
for healing 
our spirit

Aromatherapy is a wonderful gentle therapy that can pick us
up when our spirit is low and when our vitality is diminished
through the regular occurrences of everyday life.


