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Japanese Aromas: 
History, Uses, and Comparisons

Jasmine Bues 

Myoga or Japanese ginger 
(Zingiber mioga)

Picture: © By yamatsu -[Zingiber mioga], CC0, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=42539029
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Ever since I began studying aroma-
therapy, I have been experiencing many 
scents that I had never encountered 
before. It has been an exciting journey 
learning about all kinds of plants, flow-
ers, and trees from around the world, and 
I have discovered and fallen in love with 
many of them. However, at the end of the 
day, I was always reaching for my hinoki 
essential oil to feel comforted.  Japan is a 
scent-oriented culture.  But there are not 
many essential oils available in the U.S. 
market that are distinctively Japanese, 
besides yuzu (Citrus junos). When an 
aroma is a significant part of the culture, 
where does aromatherapy place itself in 
Japan? Do the Japanese relate to French/
English aromatherapy, or do they define 
aromatherapy differently? These ques-
tions were the beginning of the path to 
an incredibly interesting journey into the 
history and the world of aromas and es-
sential oils in Japan. 

The word “aromatherapy” 
gained attention and really 
began to be used during the 
Great Hanshin Earthquake of 
1995. Right after the earth-
quake, aromatherapists from 
around the country volun-
teered to provide aromatic 
hand massages and foot 
baths to those affected by 
the earthquake to help ease 
their stress and tension. 

Growing up in Kyoto, Japan, an ancient cultural center, aromas were a significant part of my life. I 
can still smell the incense my grandmother offered for our ancestors’ shrine at home every morning, 
the refreshing yet sweet aromas of fresh yuzu peels in the bathtub, the strong cumin-like scent of 
sansho (Japanese peppercorn) and myoga (Japanese ginger) at the dinner table, and the sweet aro-
mas of hinoki wood that would disperse every time my grandfather pulled out medicine bottles from 
drawers near where he sat to have breakfast every morning.

Sansho or Japanese pepper 
(Zanthoxylum piperitum)

Picture: © Wendy Cutler 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/wlcutler 

Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0)

Because there are no written records 
from the Kofun period (300~538AD), it is 
safe to say that the culture of aroma exist-
ed or possibly even began during the As-
uka period (538~710AD) with the official 
arrival of Buddhism from China. Buddhism, 
which began in Ancient India, had incorpo-
rated aroma into the religion for its anti-
bacterial affinity to help preserve temples, 
mask body odors, and as a stimulant to be 
used during meditation1. When Jianzhen, a 
Chinese Buddhist monk, arrived in Japan in 
754AD, not only did he introduce incenses 
and aromas used for religious purposes, 
but also the medicinal herbs, herbal oils, 
and essential oils that were used in Tradi-
tional Chinese Medicine.  There is even a 
record of him reducing someone’s fever 
with cinnamon during this time2. 

There is another record of the aroma 
of Jinko (Agarwood) being popularized in 

History of Aroma in Japan
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595AD, when a large log of Jinko swept 
ashore on Awaji Island. Islanders were 
about to cut up the log and use it for fire, 
but when they noticed an intense aroma 
from the log, they delivered it to Prince 
Shotoku. Impressed by the aroma, Prince 
Shotoku ended up using the wood to cre-
ate a statue of Buddha3. They realized later 
that such logs had often swept ashore 
after falling off nearby trade ships, fer-
mented, and the antifungal resin covering 
it had intensified over time. Jinko came to 
be regarded as  a valuable good, and there 
is even a national treasure that was divid-
ed among Oda Nobunaga (a feudal lord), 
Emperor Meiji, and Ashikaga Yoshimasa (a 
military dictator) as a form of a gift to each 
other, called “Ryanjyatai.”

During the Heian period (794–
1185AD), many new aroma-related tradi-
tions began to emerge within wealthy fam-
ilies. For example, “Kaori-mono”,  which 
was a metal ball that held a smoking in-
cense, was often rolled into the traditional 
kimonos to add scents to the clothes. An-
other example is “Humi-kou”, which was 
a tradition of including an aromatic wood 
chip wrapped with a washi paper to be in-
serted in letter envelopes4. 

By the Edo period (1603–1868AD), 

Caspar Schamberger (1623-1706)
Image: Public domain.

there are records of steam distillation be-
ing used by doctors, perfumers, drugstores, 
spirit makers, and wealthy households. The 
common equipment used was an Alembic 
still made of ceramic (some were  made in 
copper)  about 40–50cm in height5. Its use 
was particularly popularized after the ar-
rival of Casper Schamberger (1623–1706), 
a German surgeon from the Dutch colo-
nial empire,  to Nagasaki’s international 
trading post in 1649. Schamberger intro-
duced Western technology and medicine 
to the Japanese (the country was closed to 
foreigners during this time), which led to 
so-called “Rangaku” or Dutch Studies. He 
became popular among high-ranking of-
ficials, and there are records showing the 
use of aromatic oils and herbs being used 
during this time. The popularity of the use 
of aromatic oils is also evident through re-
cords of orders placed by the Japanese for 
glass distillery stills through the Dutch East 
India Company6.

Pledge by a Japanese disciple to his medical teacher to keep the teachings of Caspar about 
pharmaceutical oils, plasters, etc. absolutely secret. Written by Shinma Michitaka and 
addressed to his master Sakurai Naotomo in 1771.
Image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caspar_shinmon.jpg#/media/File:Caspar_shinmon.jpg

Beginning of the Production of Essen-
tial Oils

Production of essential oils in Japan 
began during the Meiji era (1868–1912) 

and grew exponentially into the beginning 
of the Showa era (1929–1989)7. Here are 
few of the major companies and oil that 
established at the beginning of the pro-
duction boom:

Kitami Hakka Tsusho Company, 
founded in 1896, was one of the first large 
companies to mass produce essential oils 
in Japan. They specialized in Hakka, or 
mint oil (specifically Mentha arvensis, Men-
tha  x piperita, Mentha spicata), and had 
once covered 70% of worldwide produc-
tion of Peppermint oil8.

MINT OIL

Because Kusunoki (Cinnamomum 
camphora), is considered a sacred tree in 
Japan through the influence of Shinto-ism, 
“Sho-no”, or camphor oil, was massively 
produced on a Japanese-owned planta-
tion in Taiwan during the Island’s Japanese 
colonization (1895–1945)9. Kusunoki was 
allowed to be cut down only to be used 
for ceremonial and spiritual goods and 
services back then, and it is still consid-

CAMPHOr OIL
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ered a taboo today (there’s even a specific 
“spiritual date” where you can cut down 
trees). Currently, there is only one compa-
ny in Japan called Uchino Camphor, run by 
the fifth generation of the family. They still 
use the original method of oil extraction 
that was used back when it first opened in 
the Edo period, and they source the trees 
from those that were cut down for reasons 
unrelated to the production of oils, such 
as natural disasters or safety issues.

Kusunoki or camphor tree 
(Cinnamomum camphora)

Picture: © Big Ben in Japan 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gaijinbiker 

Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-SA 2.0)

The first company to grow, harvest, 
and produce Lavender essential oil in Ja-
pan was Farm Tomita, founded in 1937 in 
Hokkaido. The founder, Tadao Tomita, was 
so impressed with the lavender essen-
tial oils he encountered in France that he 
purchased and shipped 5kg of Lavender 
seeds from Antoine Vial Seed Company 
in Marseille and opened a farm. The com-
pany is still active today10.

LAvENdEr OIL

Established in 1941, The Garden of 
Kaimon Sanroku Kouryou, is Japan’s old-
est withstanding herbal garden11 that 
produces camphor oil derived from the 
trees brought back from Taiwan after the 
war, along with Geranium, Lemongrass, Tea 
tree, and Lemon eucalyptus.

GErANIuM OIL

The family members of Tomita, with the 
“Traditional Lavender Fields” behind them
Image: https://www.farm-tomita.co.jp/en/history/

The rise of Aromatherapy Practice

Many books related to Western aro-
matherapy were translated and published 
during the 1980s, such as those by Robert 
Tisserand (an English aromatherapist) and 
Dr. Jean Valnet (a French aromatherapist). 

In 1986, Shizuo Torii, PhD, of the Toho 
University School of Medicine, present-
ed findings at a Clinical Aromatherapy 
Research Symposium in England. His 
research found that oils such as Pepper-
mint, Clove, Basil, Ylang-ylang, Cinnamon, 
Jasmine, and Black pepper arouse the au-
tonomic nervous system by studying CNV 
brain wave patterns12.  

The word “aromatherapy” gained at-
tention and really began to be used dur-
ing the Great Hanshin Earthquake of 1995. 
Right after the earthquake, aromathera-
pists from around the country volunteered 
to provide aromatic hand massages and 
foot baths to those affected by the earth-
quake to help ease their stress and ten-
sion. Such volunteer organizations are still 
active today, and were dispatched during 
the Tohoku Earthquake and Tsunami crisis 
of 2011 as well as more recent natural dis-
asters13.

English aromatherapy, focused on 
beauty and skincare, arrived in the 1990s, 

and medicinal French aromatherapy soon 
followed. Aromatherapy started to become 
incorporated in alternative medicine prac-
tices, acupunctures, hotels, sports clubs, 
and even aromatherapy for pets debuted 
as well. Due to the increasing popularity 
of aromatherapy as alternative medicine, 
the Japanese Society of Aromatherapy 
(JSA) was established in 1997 by doctors 
and enthusiasts as a place to advance re-
search on aromatherapy, and began pub-
lishing many articles regarding its findings. 

Logo of the Japanese Society of Aroma-
therapy - established 1997
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Because the use of aromatherapy is 
not covered by insurance, it is still only 
available as a form of occupational ther-
apy, therapy at retirement homes, and for 
end-of-life care.

Although it is still unavailable at med-
ical practices, aromatherapy has recently 
become increasingly high in demand in 
industries such as beauty, wellness, and 
spas. To certify those who want to incor-
porate essential oils into their practices, 
the Aroma Environment Association of 
Japan (AEAJ) was established in 2005 as 
a subsidiary of JSA to educate, to certify, 
to create a standardization of Japanese 
essential oil goods (such as a requirement 
for GC-MS data for all oils produced in Ja-
pan), and to provide a supportive network 
for active aromatherapists. 

Importing, buying, and selling of es-
sential oils and related products are quite 
fluid in Japan because they are consid-
ered as “miscellaneous goods” when be-
ing imported from abroad and produced 
in Japan. However, due to some official 
studies done on specific oils, Japanese 
Pharmacopoeia considers the following 
oils as drugs: fennel, orange, cinnamon, 
clove, camphor, eucalyptus, and other oils 
that include turpentines14. 

In terms of aromatic water and hy-
drosols, there are ongoing studies at the 
University of Gifu and Teikyo University In-
stitute of Medical Mycology, led by Profes-
sor Shigeharu Inoue. However, its benefits 
and uses are still being explored and there 
are not yet many producers available. 

Overall, the growth of the industry of 
Japanese essential oil, or “waseiyu”, has 
been slow but steady. There are multiple 
reasons for this, including the fact that 
the popularity of essential oils has only 
recently begun (for example, the National 
Association for Holistic Aromatherapy in 
the U.S. was founded in 1990, whereas the 
founding of similar entity in Japan, AEAJ, 
happened 15 years later), that Japan is a 
small country, and also because imported 
essential oils are easily attainable and af-
fordable. The movement of the production 
of waseiyu only became popular recently 
to help boost regional economies, and it 
helps that 67% of the country is covered 
by forests (3rd place in the world, after 

Finland and Sweden), allowing easier ac-
cess to aromatic plants and trees.

Because there are no 
written records from the Ko-
fun period (300–538AD), it 
is safe to say that the culture 
of aroma existed or possibly 
even began during the Asuka 
period (538–710AD) with the 
official arrival of Buddhism 
from China.

Current Essential Oil Producers in Japan

Because the industry is still so 
small, some of the stories behind es-
sential oil producers  in Japan are quite 
interesting. For example, Fragrant Kishu-
Waka, a company based in Wakayama 
prefecture, was founded in 1932 as a 
soy sauce manufacturer. After its suc-
cess, they moved into sake and rice wine 
brewing using local fruit, which also be-
came successful. Realizing the potential 
with the citrus they were using, they 
ventured into producing citrus essential 
oils in 2015.

Another example is Yayo Shoukou 
Kaigisho, located in Kumamoto Prefecture, 
which is known for a regional citrus fruit 
called “Banpeiyu” (Citrus maxima (Burm.) 
Merr.), a cultivar of Pomelo that produces 
very large fruit that look like a  basket-
ball sized grapefruit. The fruit is served 
to children at local schools. The schools 
are asked to save and send the peels to a 
local hot spring hotel, also owned by the 
fruit company, where essential oils can be 
expressed from the peels15.

Banpeiyu or Pomelo (Citrus maxima)
Picture: © Joegoaouk Goa 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/joegoauk73 
Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-SA 2.0)

regulation, Sustainability, and Quality

Because the government does not 
regulate the production or the commerce 
of essential oils (besides those considered 
as drugs), there are currently no labeling 
requirements for the oils. Therefore, there 
is a status value to having an AEAJ certifi-
cation logo on a product, which proves that 
the oil has been approved for the labeling 
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of its chemical components, its extraction 
method, plant part that it derives from, 
country of origin, warnings, and supplier’s 
information. However, it does not regulate 
or check for the oil’s sustainability issue, 
organic status, or whether the chemicals 
are naturally derived or lab-produced. 
Therefore, it is up to the consumer to re-
search the production company of each oil 
to see its “moral” standards.

Interestingly, “organic” labeling for 
essential oils does not have as much value 
for the producers and users as it does in 
the U.S. According to Yuica, one of the larg-
est essential oil producers in Japan, even 
if organic, the use of fertilizers is looked 
down upon because it bears an “overpro-
tectiveness” to the plant. They believe that 
it is the vitality and the energy of plants 
that are included in the oils that provide 
the power in addition to the chemical 
constituents, so by helping the plant with 
a fertilizer, one would be weakening the 
plant’s survival energy. Therefore, wild-
harvest plants are considered more desir-
able, where its natural vitality would be 
present. 

Yuica is one of the most prominent 
suppliers of Hinoki, Sugi, and other essen-
tial oils derived from trees. All of their oils 
are harvested from branches cut and col-
lected by hand (they do not cut or harm the 
trunk) inside 25,300ha (the size of Tokyo 
Prefecture) Hida-Takayama Forest, protect-
ed by Hida-Takayama Forestry Cooperative. 
Yuica has been approved by the Agricul-
ture, Commerce, and Industry Cooperation 
of Japan, and their use of the protected for-
est was granted because they take serious 

AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Soothing, refreshing, 
distinctive “green”

Clear to pale yellow Wood, branches, needles Steam distilled

Monoterpenes (20–30%) Sabinene (20–30%)

Monoterpene alcohols (5–13%) Borneol (5–13%)

Esters (7–12%) Bornyl acetate (7–12%)

Sesquiterpene alcohols 
(6–11%)

Nerolidol (6–11%)

Hinoki, or Japanese Cypress16 (Chamaecyparis obtusa) – Cupressaceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS (LEAvES):

care in promoting the “health” of the forest 
by maintaining the forest’s natural balance.

Although the terms organic and 
sustainability are not considered of im-
portance in essential oil productions in 
Japan (most oils are derived from herbs 
that are grown in-house), it is comforting 
to know that the “no harm” attitude of 

Popular and unique Japanese Essen-
tial Oils 

There are many oils that are derived 
from uniquely Japanese plants, but below is 
a list of most common and/or interesting oils.

Yuica sets a high standard for other com-
panies interested in producing oils.

Hinoki or Japanese cypress 
(Chamaecyparis obtusa)

Picture: © Megan Hansen 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nestmakerAttri-

bution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Therapeutic actions Comforting, soothing , anxiolytic, relaxing , antimicrobial, antibacterial, antifungal, insecticidal, anti-
oxidative, anti-inflammatory17
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AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Mild compared to hinoki, 
strong “green” scent

Pale yellow Leaves Steam distilled

Monoterpenes (35–55%)
a-pinene (25–33%), limonene (6–12%), 

sabinene (4–10%), mycenae (2–8%), 
terpene (2–4%)

Sesquiterpene alcohols (13–20%) Nerolidol (13–20%)

Ketones (6–12%) Carvone (6–12%)

Esters (1–3%) Bornyl acetate (1–3%)

Sugi, or Sugi cedar18 (Cryptomeria japonica) – Cupressaceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS

Therapeutic actions Anti-inflammatory, relaxing, stress-relieving, antimicrobial, antibacterial, antifungal19

AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Strong menthol Pale green, purple Branches, leaves Steam distilled

Esters (99%) Methyl salicylate (99%)

Mizumezakura, or Japanese cherry birch (Betula grossa)20 – Betulaceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS

Therapeutic actions Anticancer, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial, antifungal

AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Refreshing, sweet floral Pale green, purple Branches, leaves Steam distilled

Monoterpene alcohols (56–73%) Linalool (50–62%), geraniol (6–11%)

Ketones (8–12%) Carvone (8–12%)

Monoterpene hydrocarbons (5–12%)
Limonene (3–7%), a-pinene (1–3%), 

camphene (1–2%)

Oxides (4~9%) 1,8-cineole (4–9%)

Esters  (4~9%) Bornyl acetate (4–9%)

Kuromoji (Lindera umbellata)21 – Lauraceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS

Therapeutic actions Anticancer, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial, antifungal

Sugi or Sugi cedar 
(Cryptomeria japonica)
Picture: © Plant Image Library 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/138014579@N08 
Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-SA 2.0)

Mizumezakura or Japanese Cherry Birch 
(Betula grossa)

Image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Betula_grossa_foliage.jpg#/media/

Paypay:Betula_grossa_foliage.jpg
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AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Spicy, lemon Pale yellow Citrus peels Steam distilled

Monoterpenes (55–71%) Limonene (50–61%), mycenae (5–10%)

Aldehydes (11–17%) Citronellal (11–17%)

Esters (1–3%) Geranyl acetate (10–16%)

Sansho or Japanese pepper (Zanthoxylum piperitum)22 – Rutaceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS

Therapeutic actions Insect repellent, antinociceptive, antibacterial, antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory23

AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Spicy, cumin Pale yellow, orange Leaves Steam distilled

Aldehydes (53%) Perillaldehyde (53%)

Terpene hydrocarbons (31%–)
Limonene (15%v), (−)-β-caryophyllene 

(8%–), a-farnesene (8%–)

Terpene alcohols (1%–) Linalool (1%–)

Shiso, or Beefsteak plant (Perilla frutescens)24 – Lamiaceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS

Therapeutic actions Antidepressant, antimicrobial, anti-oxidant, anti-allergic, anti-cancer, neuroprotection, hydrating25

AROMA COLOUR PART OF THE PLAnT ExTRACTIOn PROCESS

Sweet, citrus, fresh Greenish orange Zest Steam distilled

Terpene hydrocarbons (99%)
Limonene (78%), γ- Terpinene (9.5%), β-

ferrandrene (3%)

Terpene alcohols (1%) Linalool (1%)

Yuzu (Citrus junos)26 – Rutaceae

ACTIvE COMPOnEnTS

Therapeutic actions Relaxing, anxiolytic, anger, premenstrual emotional symptoms,  negative emotional stress, anti-
inflammatory27

Shiso or Beefsteak plant 
(Perilla frutescens)
Image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Perilla_frutescens%27_flower.jpg#/media/
Paypay:Perilla_frutescens’_flower.jpg

Yuzu (Citrus junos)
Image: By Nikita from Russian Federation - Yuzu 
oranges, CC BY 2.0, https://commons.wikime-
dia.org/w/index.php?curid=41817437
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After learning about many of the 
unique essential oils derived from dis-
tinctively “Japanese” plants and trees, I 
couldn’t help but wonder why they are not 
yet in demand in the U.S. and elsewhere. 
Is it because they are easily replaceable 
with other similar oils, or is it because the 
aromas are not desired by non-Japanese?

There was an interesting study done 
by Tadashi Inamoto, an environmentalist 
and an aromatherapist, to see if Japanese 
people enjoyed Japanese scents more 
than similar non-Japanese oils via blind-
smelling of oils28. The research was con-
ducted in January of 2010 in Tokyo with 
over 100 random subjects in both sexes, 
different age groups, and different past 
experiences with aromas.  This same study 
was done 2 more times in the same year. 

They tested the following scents:

Japanese essential oils vs Non-Japa-
nese essential oils, Experiments

CuPRESSAECEAE FAMILY (Picture 1.)

Hinoki (Chamaecyparis obtusa) vs 
Lawson cypress (Chamaecyparis lawso-
niana) of England.

PINACEAE FAMILY (Picture 2.)

Momi (Abies firma) vs Momi (Abies 
aiba) of Germany.

LAuRACEAE FAMILY (Picture 3.)

Kuromoji (Lindera umbellata) vs 
Rosewood (Aniba rosaeodora) of Brazil.

Although this was a very small case 
study, these results suggest that although 
there are no significant differences in its 
effectiveness between Japanese and non-
Japanese oils, Japanese people overall 
preferred Japanese scents. It is safe to as-
sume that people find familiar scents at 
least slightly more comforting than a simi-
lar but non-familiar scent.

Picture 1.

Picture 2. Picture 3.

Conclusion and Final Thoughts

From learning about the history 
of aromas and essential oils in Japan, 

there is no doubt that Japan has an ap-
preciation and understanding for the 
power of aromas. I believe that  Japan is 
very suitable for the essential oil indus-
try because it is a country that respects 
the power of nature, both culturally and 
religiously (Shintoism, for example), and 
it would not be difficult for the consum-
ers to be convinced of its effectiveness. 
However, the essential oil industry had 
a late start in Japan compared to Europe 
and the U.S., so there is a lot of necessary 
research and catching up to do before it 
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becomes a mainstream tool for holistic 
care. Also, while most essential oils in 
Japan are still imported from overseas, 
there is a great movement starting in 
Japan for producing “wa-seiyu”, or Japa-
nese essential oils. This movement not 
only helps the regional economy where 
supplies are plentiful, but also leads to 
environmental protection by some large 
producers such as Yuica as discussed 
above. It was also interesting to find that 
most essential oils produced in Japan are 
not conventional, popular oils such as 
eucalyptus, lavender, chamomile, etc. In-
stead, Japan specialises in producing oils 
from specific regional fruit or plants that 
are not found elsewhere. This reflects the 
difficulty in competing with inexpensive 
imported essential oils, of course, but it 
also reflects the pride and love of the 
country’s abundance and uniqueness of 
nature. As many of these unique essen-
tial oils may be unfamiliar and hard to 
incorporate for non-Japanese, I do hope 
to one day see an increase in the inter-
national support for wa-seiyu and its 
unique powerful affinities. 
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