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1

Exploring the  
Roots of  the  

Materia Aromatica

An exciting new repertoire of aromatic plant materials consisting of essential oils and 
hydrosols is currently in the process of being formed. With its deep roots in traditional 
Greek medicine, the use of aromatic herbal remedies for treatment is renewing itself 
before our very eyes, witness to a tradition that is truly vital. In the context of the 
general aromatherapy movement, this tradition is reinventing itself in ways that 
are branching out into the areas of perfumery, hygiene, preventive health care and 
domestic treatment. In the arena of complementary medical practices, it is resulting 
in the creation of an innovative, powerful materia medica of aromatic remedies: a 
‘Materia Aromatica’ for short. 

Although the motivation for this development is largely unconscious, the thought 
of discovering new and marvelous remedies for treatment purposes is always present in 
the mind of the Western practitioner. The potential for new ‘medical breakthroughs,’ 
as the saying goes, is particularly high when it comes to treatment with essential oils, 
and today more than ever. There is no question that the developing Materia Aromatica 
has the potential for exerting a powerful influence on modern health-care practices. 
This seems to hold true, regardless of the medical paradigm for its use. Essential oils 
are providing e�ective new treatment options in both traditional medical systems 
based on the paradigm of Vitalism, such as Western, Chinese and Ayurvedic herbal 
medicine, and in allopathic Western medicine based on the paradigm of analytical 
science. Chapter 5 will explore some current developments among therapeutic 
applications in both types of systems.

In modern times, the origin of this process can be traced to the mid-19th century, 
when European pharmacists first discovered the antimicrobial actions of essential oils. 
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Three hundred years earlier, the second half of the 16th century also saw a huge surge 
in the production, popularization and medical application of aromatic oils and waters 
(as hydrosols were then called). We shall see how the various historical and geographic 
sources of the modern essential oil palette together are culminating in the growth of 
an entirely new and wide-ranging spectrum of botanical aromatics. Arguably we are 
witnessing the transformation of old knowledge of aromatic herbs into a radically 
fresh approach that is congruent with both the ‘psychosomatic’ nature of disease at 
this time and the emergence of a heightened and holistic form of awareness.

Herbal Medicine or Essential Oil Therapy?

In the context of complementary medical practice, this new collection of remedies 
may be called a ‘Materia Aromatica.’ From this perspective, we may view it in two 
distinct ways. Firstly, as an extension of the materia medica of Western herbal medicine 
proper, i.e. as that part of the herbal materia medica that consists of distilled aromatic 
plant extracts, such as essential oils and hydrosols. Plants with a marked fragrance, 
such as those in the lipflower family (Lamiaceae, e.g. lavender, sage, thyme, rosemary, 
marjoram, peppermint), have long held a strong foundational position in European 
herbal medicine and pharmacy. Their wide spectrum of uses, especially as stimulants 
and spasmolytics to the respiratory, gastrointestinal and reproductive systems, has fully 
been exploited by a variety of di�erent practitioners since the 1200s. The traditional 
apothecary in Galenic medicine (as Greek medicine was then called) prepared a 
larger variety of extracts from aromatic plants than from all others. This was simply 
because, in addition to the water- and alcohol-based extracts common to all medicinal 
plants, aromatic plants also yielded aromatic waters (hydrosols) and essential oils. In 
this context, aromatic waters and oils were simply a selective preparation of a herb’s 
volatile constituents. 

Important compendiums of herbal medicine, whether popular herbals or apothecary 
pharmacopeias and dispensatories, always documented the di�erent preparation forms 
in use for a single herbal remedy. In their monographs they often singled out the 
hydrosol and essential oil preparation of a herb as distinct from its infusion, decoction, 
tincture, spirit and other preparations. In addition, they usually provided examples 
of its use in compound formulas for various internal and external preparations. The 
comprehensive herbals of Walther H. Ry� (1573), Adam Lonicer (1578), Johann Von 
Bergzabern (Tabernaemontanus, 1588), William Salmon (1696), John Quincy (1722) 
and Antoine Jourdan (1828) are good examples (see also Holmes 2008). Despite 
the emergence of homeopathy and the onslaught of pharmaceutical drug treatment, 
essential oil remedies are still mentioned in relatively modern materia medicas such as 
John King’s Dispensatory (1898), Finley Ellingwood’s American Materia Medica (1919) 
and Harvey Felter’s Eclectic Materia Medica (1922). In addition, national pharmacopeias 
of various countries, including those of Great Britain, France, Germany and Austria, 
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always contained monographs on essential oils among the natural remedies included. 
From this perspective, the radical expansion of aromatic remedies used in treatment 
that we are seeing today is actually a continuation and renewal of a long and well-
established tradition within Western herbal medicine itself. 

On the other hand, the Materia Aromatica could be seen as a discrete materia 
medica in its own right, serving the budding system of treatment we may call ‘essential 
oil therapy.’ This would cover any therapeutic uses of essential oils in a clinical context, 
regardless of the medical paradigm being held (e.g. traditional or modern, vitalistic or 
scientific), the methods of administration being used (i.e. olfactory, topical or internal), 
or the types of conditions being treated (i.e. physiological or psychological). It is 
entirely possible that a completely new system of healing is trying to emerge through 
an interplay and synergy of di�erent therapeutic contexts.

We propose the term ‘essential oil therapy’ in preference to the more common word 
‘aromatherapy’ to accurately describe the potential emergence of a distinct treatment 
system involving the use of essential oils. The descriptor ‘aromatherapy’ has long 
become worn out and inaccurate since its original coinage by French pharmacist Henri 
Gatefossé in the mid-20th century. Gatefossé himself made this word up to mean 
‘aromatic remedies therapy’; he never intended to denote a new system predicated 
around the inhalation of essential oil aromas. Nor did he lay any groundwork for the 
therapeutic use of oils for their psychological action, as has been claimed (Gatefossé 
1937). (None of his scientific papers or books makes any mention of their application 
in a psychotherapy context.) It was only a few of Gatefossé’s followers overseas who 
gradually altered the meaning of the word ‘aromatherapy’ to literally include a possible 
psychological e�ect of fragrance. In France meanwhile, ‘aromatherapie’ to this day 
still denotes the use of oils in a traditional herbal medicine context, i.e. for treating 
physiological conditions based on their internal use.

The word ‘aromatherapy’ carries two main problems today. First, contrary 
to the meaning of the word, as currently practised it does not rely solely on the 
inhalation of aromatic oils. Second, in contradiction to the word’s therapeutic promise, 
‘aromatherapy’ has also long been used to describe essential oil use for pleasure and 
for commercial products. For both these reasons therefore, it is timely and appropriate 
to define this therapeutic system of essential oil use by terms that are accurate and 
therefore fully meaningful. Technical accuracy is important for the full development 
of this system. Concepts currently used, such as ‘clinical aromatherapy’ and ‘aromatic 
medicine,’ while pithy and evocative attempts to improve on the worn out, ambiguous 
term ‘aromatherapy,’ fail semantically to do justice to the whole spectrum of techniques 
actively being developed today. 

From the historical perspective, therefore, the Materia Aromatica is clearly rooted 
in the Western herbal materia medica. Moreover, the clinical art of essential oil 
therapeutics itself can then be said to be an extended or renewed form of herbal 
medicine. It can be seen as a current extension of the botanical repertoire to include 
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aromatic extracts that possess the ability to treat mental and emotional conditions. 
Arguably, this is a natural development within herbal medicine itself and simply a 
reflection of modern health-care needs. Only time will tell whether the surfacing 
Materia Aromatica is simply a modern holistic expansion within herbal medicine and 
pharmacy, or whether it signals the emergence of a separate new system of essential 
oil therapy incorporating di�erent therapeutic approaches. It may be useful at this time 
to hold both viewpoints, without prejudice to either one. 

The Nature of the New Materia Aromatica

What are the characteristics of this emerging Materia Aromatica of essential oils and 
hydrosols? Firstly, its main function is to provide essential oils for treatment purposes, 
not for pleasure or for commercial applications. It is here to serve the clinical art and 
science of healing as embodied in the many systems of therapy being practised today. 
It is therefore distinct from perfumery and the purely aesthetic enjoyment of essential 
oils, sometimes classified as hedonic uses. As such, it consists almost entirely of 
essential oils for use as aromatic remedies rather than aromatic pleasures. It focuses on 
those oils that have been tried and tested by many practitioners who have determined 
that they possess particular actions, e.g. anti-inflammatory, spasmolytic, anti-infective, 
etc., with respect to physiological conditions. In the language of functional medicine, 
these oils may be stimulant or relaxant, restorative or sedative in relation to conditions 
of tension or weakness, heat or cold, etc. Some work particularly well for mental 
and emotional conditions, especially when used by inhalation rather than by internal 
delivery methods. As a result, they tend not to include the more sensuous essential 
oils that are kept for perfumery, especially not solvent extracts such as the absolutes of 
Jasmine, Tuberose, Champaca, Clary sage, Rose, Osmanthus, etc. (which in any case 
are shunned by many practitioners because of their potential toxicity). 

This explains why in the 1950s French medical herbalist Jean Valnet began 
experimenting in his practice with those oils already familiar to him as herbal 
remedies; for him, this was the obvious place to start. Like his predecessors going 
back 400 years, Valnet observed interesting similarities as well as di�erences between 
the water preparation (i.e. infusion or decoction), tincture and the essential oil of the 
same herb. Essential oils extracted from lipflower (Lamiaceae) family plants formed the 
backbone of his new aromatic pharmacy. They still maintain that position today, along 
with other particular oils with a long history of distillation in the West, such as Juniper 
berry, Scotch pine and Siberian fir. 

Not that the aesthetic or hedonic uses of essential oils would exclude therapeutic 
applications, far from it. This dual purpose of essential oils, therapeutic and aesthetic, 
is evident in some of the most creative formulations existing today. They can be seen as 
an expression of the holistic streams of aromatic creativity that are currently emerging 
in tandem with our ongoing striving for wholeness. Nevertheless, the new Materia 
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Aromatica is essentially oriented to therapeutics and serves the healing of body and 
soul in their combined physiological, emotional, mental and spiritual aspects. 

Ultimately, we would argue that at this truly critical stage of development in human 
culture, essential oils are becoming increasingly available to both relieve individual 
su�ering and to help us collectively break through to a fundamentally new way of 
being and living. They are proving to be extremely e�ective in modulating both 
the physical and psychic aspects of the individual through a surprisingly complex 
interplay of di�erent routes of physiological absorption and psychological stimulation. 

More than most other modalities of treatment being explored today, whether 
traditional or experimental, monodic or eclectic, essential oils display a breathtaking 
versatility of applications. The fact that a single essential oil can be used e�ectively on 
the physiological level to treat inflammation and infection; on a mood level to help 
even out mood swings; on a mental level to treat distractability; and on an emotional 
level to help resolve negativity and emotional conflict is astonishing in itself. This 
versatility of treatment applications currently displayed by essential oils clearly 
engages multiple pathways of therapeutic influence. Moreover, it actually highlights 
the holistic nature of the healing and transformation that is required today by the 
individual and the collective at our postmodern stage of development, especially in the 
West. The chapters that follow will examine some of these applications.

Another characteristic of the new Materia Aromatica is that it consists of genuine 
and authentic essential oils of high bioactivity, not oils that have been chemically 
engineered and standardized to serve as flavouring materials for the foods, soft drinks 
and pharmaceutical industries, or fragrance materials for the perfume corporations. 
Complete bioavailability is needed if essential oils are to fully perform as therapeutic 
agents. For that, as Chapter 3 explains, they need to possess an integrity as regards their 
plant source, production and distribution that reflects an intent to create therapeutically 
potent remedies, not flavouring or fragrancing materials. The new Materia Aromatica 
is essentially an attempt to separate from the commercial context of these industries 
and create its own identity as a vehicle for various essential oil therapies.

Thirdly, the new Materia Aromatica is inherently eclectic and diverse in nature. In 
contrast to the classical materia medicas of traditional Greek, Chinese and Aurvedic 
medicines, the modern origins of essential oils derive from a variety of di�erent sources 
both historically and geographically. The emerging Materia Aromatica consists of oils 
and hydrosols from a variety of world traditions, medical, folkloric and culinary, rather 
than from a single culture or tradition. 

More specifically, however, the eclectic nature of the emerging Materia Aromatica 
can be seen as entirely congruous with its major source, the herbal materia medica of 
the West. It is typical that Western herbal medicine has continuously absorbed plant 
remedies from overseas since the rise of the European mercantile empires of the 14th 
century. In days past it was Chili pepper from the Caribbean, Coca leaf and Cinchona 
bark from Peru, Ipecac from Brazil, Jalap from Mexico, Sarsaparilla from Jamaica, 
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Tobacco from the Virginias, China root from China, among others. In modern times it 
is Maca root from the high Andes, Asian ginseng root from Korea, Ashwagandha root 
from India and Dang Gui root, White peony root, Schisandra berry and others from 
China. The Materia Aromatica is merely continuing this hoary and intrinsic tradition 
of herbal eclecticism. Essential oils as remedies reflect this eclecticity not only by their 
worldwide sources, but also by o�ering a large spectrum of treatment possibilities to 
the globalized postmodern individual.

Influences on the Modern Materia Aromatica

Several historical threads have intertwined to shape the modern Materia Aromatica as 
it has developed over the centuries. Its roots run deep in the European traditions of 
alchemy and herbal medicine from over 1,000 years ago; its modern trunk developed 
from the research in organic chemistry in 19th-century France and Germany; and 
its core palette of aromatics branched out radically in the 20th century to include 
essential oils traditionally only used in the perfume and food industries, most of which 
have no real history of medicinal use before the 1950s.

Taken as a whole, the palette of modern essential oil remedies is solidly rooted in 
the traditional materia medica of Western herbal medicine. Its therapeutic orientation 
speaks of its deep roots in three di�erent streams: firstly, in the herbal materia 
medicas of traditional Greek medicine (also known as Unani or Yunani medicine) 
of ancient Greece, Alexandria and the Middle East; secondly, in the mediaeval and 
Renaissance manuals of Western alchemy and spagyric medicine of Central Europe 
(in which aromatic waters and oils are first described); and thirdly, in the popular 
herbals, pharmacopeias and dispensatories of the Renaissance through to the present 
day. More than two-thirds of the essential oils available to the modern practitioner 
belong to this threefold Western tradition. They include oils extracted from aromatic 
herbs of both temperate and Mediterranean biomes (see chart in Chapter 2), ultimately 
drawing not only on indigenous temperate European plants (which only came into 
popular use after the 1500s) but, more fundamentally, also on Central and Eastern 
Mediterranean herbs used in traditional Greek medicine. 

Among the many impulses that have gone into shaping today’s eclectic Materia 
Aromatica, there is much to discover, appreciate and delight. Identifying and 
reconnecting with these impulses can be deeply empowering. The journeys that 
essential oils have taken across the centuries and over the planet is never ending, as 
practitioners from many cultures continue to weave the aromatic threads of essential 
oil medicine.
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