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Orange. A simple yet quintennial plant 

which produces an essential oil, hydrosol, 

or absolute from its fruit, leaves and flowers. 
At least, that’s if we’re just talking about 

bitter orange (Citrus aurantium). Add in 

sweet orange (Citrus sinensis) and the pool 

of possibilities grows wider in terms of scent, 

extracts, and uses.  

With regard to herbalism, bitter orange 

produces a juice rich in valuable vitamin C. 

Aromatic perfumists often favor orange for 

its light, citrus aroma and, although Keville 

describes orange as having “a simple chemistry 

based on a few specific compounds that give 
[it] a straightforward smell,”1 we will see in 

this article how orange can become complex 

(despite its somewhat “simple” chemistry 

make-up) if you don’t research which type of 

orange you are dealing with.

Yet orange is a plant, oil, water, or extract that 

every aromatherapist and herbalist should 

become familiar with as it is a favorite with 

young and old alike. It is gentle, making it an 

oil that can be used in pregnancy, under the 

right circumstances. Orange seems to uplift  

the spirits and calm the body (systems) and 

soul, earning it the appropriate nickname the 

happy oil!

In this article we will focus primarily on Citrus 

aurantium but I will mention other orange 

and/or Citrus spp. as appropriate.  

Botanical Profile

Botanical Name: (Bitter) Citrus aurantium, 

(sweet) Citrus sinensis.

Main Species: From the fruit: bitter and 

sweet orange (see above); from the leaves: 

Petitgrain (Citrus aurantium var. amara 

(fol)); from the flowers: Neroli or orange 

blossom (Citrus aurantium var. amara (flos)). 

Citrus by (US) State

Christopher Columbus (1451 – 1506) is credited 
with bringing the first orange seeds and 
seedlings to the United States in 1493.2 This 
opened the door to the spread of the orange 
industry within the country as we see it today.

Arizona: “Citrus is one of [Arizona’s] 5 C’s: 
Citrus, Cotton, Climate, Cattle, and Copper.”3

Florida: Orange blossom is the state flower of 
Florida.4

California: The first lemon and orange seedlings 
were planted in California by Frontiersman 
William Wolfskill in the 1840’s. This area is now 
where you will find downtown Los Angeles.5
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Note that both a leaf and flower extract can 
also be produced from both the sweet orange 

and the lemon (Citrus × limon) tree but the 

main producing plant for these extracts is the 

bitter orange tree.

Botanical Family: Rutaceae.

Plant Characteristics: 

Bitter Orange: The bitter orange tree is a 

medium-sized tree which is extremely hardy 

and disease resistant.7 Alternate names for the 

bitter orange tree include Seville orange, sour 

orange, and bigarade orange. They are many 

varieties, and sub-species, of the bitter orange 

including one which we are familiar with 

in aromatherapy: Bergamot orange (Citrus 

aurantium var. bergamia).8

Fruit: The fruits are small, round, and 

orange-colored.

Flowers: The white flowers are large and 
fragrant.

Leaves: The evergreen leaves are dark-

green and glossy. They are single leaflets of 
compound, ovate leaves.8 

The bitter orange tree has spines whereas the 

sweet orange tree has none.

Sweet Orange: The sweet orange tree was 

originally categorized as Citrus aurantium var. 

sinensis, a variation of the bitter orange tree.9 

It is now categorized as a separate species, 

although not all sources are in agreement 

on this. This is essentially a “domesticated” 

species unlike the bitter orange tree which can 

grow wild. The sweet orange tree is generally 

smaller in size than the bitter orange tree and 

it is not as hardy in nature. However, the two 

trees are very similar in appearance.

Fruit: A very similar 

looking fruit to the bitter orange tree, although 

generally not as dark in color.

Flowers: The white flowers are fragrant with 
yellow anthers.

Leaves: The ovate, evergreen leaves are, in 

reality, compound leaves.9

Plant Distribution: 

The bitter orange tree, although indigenous to 

south-east Asia, is famous for its cultivation 

in Seville, Spain – hence its alternate name 

of Seville orange. It travelled to the United 

States with Christopher Columbus (1451 – 

1506) where it became popular with settlers 

in the “new world.” It spread throughout the 

American continent as far south to Argentina.7 

Today it can be found in many hot spots of the 

world with an agreeable climate which meets 

its growing needs.

The sweet orange tree is thought to have 

started life in southern China and spread to 

Europe through trade routes in late Medieval 

times. Like bitter orange, it spread to the 
American continent through the travel of 

explorers of the new world. Today you will 

find it in many different countries throughout 
the world and it is cited as being “the most 

commonly grown tree fruit in the world.”9

Orange (Citrus spp.) continued

Orange: Botanical Latin

“Aurantifolius, aurantifolia, 

aurantifolium: With leaves like an  

orange tree (Citrus aurantium).” 6

Fol(ium): Leaf

Flos: Flower
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Garden Profile

How to Grow from Seed: 

Bitter Orange: The bitter orange is 

apparently relatively easy to grow from seed 

and can even be self-sown.8 As it is not a 

species that would grow with much success 

here in northern Arizona, the orange tree is not 

one that is found in my garden. It does need 

an abundance of water to flourish, although 
it is not as “picky” as its sweet orange relative 

and can survive more readily on its own. Some 

varieties can be grown in pots, so this could 

be a future project of mine, as it can then be 

moved indoors during the colder months. 

Lawless states that the bitter orange tree needs 
a minimum temperature of 45 F to survive.10

Sweet Orange: The sweet orange tree is 

generally grown from rootstock of the bitter 

orange tree which are then budded.9 Budding 

of the sweet orange tree is a centuries-old 

tradition. The practice has changed over the 

years, depending on the country of origin, and 

various citrus tree species have been trialed as 

rootstock for budding sweet orange trees. If 

you want to grow a sweet orange tree, I suggest 

sourcing from a local or regional supplier.

Plant Zones: 9 – 11.11 Some sources quote 

zones 8 – 11, but with precautions. 

Garden Benefits: Orange trees are a good 

source of nectar for bees. If you love oranges, 

the fruit is a bonus! The flowers are scented 
and, if like me, you love the smell of neroli 

essential oil, having an orange tree in your 

garden will certainly boost your mood! 

However, be aware that some people may react 

adversely to blooming orange trees (allergies 

and respiratory disorders).

Historical Use

The orange tree has a long and interesting 

history in how it has spread around the world. 

In short, it was “native to Southeast Asia, 

and was introduced by traders to the Middle 

East and then to Europe.”12 According to 

Peace Rhind, orange blossom flowers were 
used in Asian baths, and probably other early 

civilizations as well. The sixteenth century 

saw neroli flourish as a perfume. Although 
it was popular with the rich, it was also a 

favorite fragrance of prostitutes, because of its 

perceived aphrodisiac properties.12

In fact, neroli was used in wedding bouquets to 

calm the bride before her wedding, and to set 

the mood for the wedding night!13

The peel of the bitter orange was traditionally 

used in Chinese Medicine for diarrhea, and for 

a prolapsed uterus and anus.7 The dried sweet 

orange peel is used in Chinese Medicine for 

colds, coughs, and anorexia.14

Petitgrain is one of the original ingredients of 

eau-de-cologne.15

Orange (Citrus spp.) continued

Orange (Citrus spp.)
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In Africa, the (bitter) orange raw fruit is used 

to treat ulcers and rheumatism.8 Decoctions, 

syrups, and infusions of the leaves, flowers, 
and bark respectively are used in various ways 

by several countries for various digestive and 

sleep disorders.8 The sweet orange is used in 

very similar ways.9 One point of interest is that 

a sweet orange seed extract is used in Ecuador 

as a malaria treatment but its side effects 
include respiratory distress and a contraction 

of the spleen.9

Chemistry Profile

The peel of bitter orange is full of (essential) 

oil that is high in limonene. It also contains 

vitamin C, flavonoids, coumarins, triterpenes, 
carotene, and pectin.16 The unripe fruit 

“contains cirantin, which reportedly is a 

contraceptive.”16

Bitter orange essential oil is 

predominately made up of monoterpenes. 

It contains limonene (up to 90%), as well 

as myrcene, pinene, linalyl acetate, geranyl 

acetate, neryl acetate and citronellal acetate.16 

The essential oil is cold expressed from the 

fruits of the bitter orange tree.

Sweet orange essential oil is also 

predominately made up of monoterpenes. 

It contains limonene (90 – 95%), myrcene, 

pinene, phellandrene, and sabine.16 There are 

also other various minor components. The 

essential oil is usually cold expressed from 

the fruits of the sweet orange tree. However, 

there is also a steam distillation of sweet 

orange essential oil from the fruits. Note that 

expressed sweet orange essential oil usually 

contains a higher percentage of monoterpenes 

than distilled sweet orange oil. It also contains 

the phototoxic component bergapten.

Petitgrain essential oil contains up to 80% 

of esters.17 This includes linalyl acetate, geranyl 

acetate, and neryl acetate. It also contains 

alcohols, including up to 28% of linalool.16 The 

essential oil is steam distilled from the leaves 

of the bitter orange tree.

Neroli essential oil contains a high 

percentage of the alcohol linalool, the ester 

linalyl acetate, and the monoterpenes 

limonene and pinene.18 The essential oil is 

steam distilled from the flowers of the bitter 
orange tree. Neroli absolute (often used in 

perfumery) may vary in chemical make-up.

Note that there is also an essential oil of 

Petitgrain sur Fleurs (Petitgrain over Flowers) 

which is a co-distillation of the leaves of the 

bitter orange tree and a small amount of the 

orange blossoms.

Orange (Citrus spp.) continued

Aroma Profile

Essential Oil Aroma Notes

Bitter Orange (Citrus aurantium) Fresh, floral, sweet undertones Often overlooked for sweet orange 
in aromatherapy work.

Sweet Orange (Citrus sinensis) Sweet, fresh, fruity The “happy” oil due to its warm 
and uplifting nature.

Petitgrain

(Citrus aurantium var. amara (fol))

Floral, citrus, woody-herbaceous 
undertones

A good substitute for neroli, in 
terms of price and a lighter aroma.

Neroli

(Citrus aurantium var. amara (flos))

Floral, sweet, light, intoxicating The absolute is thicker in texture. 
The aroma is richer and warmer.
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Therapeutic Properties

Both bitter and sweet orange 

essential oils can be used 

interchangeably for therapeutic 

purposes. According to Clarke, 

bitter orange essential oil is 

useful for anxiety, for calming 

the mind and body, to ease 

colic, to ease indigestion and 

to ease constipation.16 It is 

anti-inflammatory, antiseptic, 
astringent, and a tonic. Sweet 

orange essential oil is often used 

in sleep aromatherapy blends as 

it promotes relaxation and rest. 

It is also useful for acne, oily 

skin, bronchitis, colds, flu, palpitations, and 
water retention.14 Orange (no species specified) 
essential oil was found to reduce anxiety in 

women during child labor in a study, The effect 
of aromatherapy by essential oil of orange on 

anxiety during labor: A randomized clinical 

trial, conducted by F. Rashidi-Fakari, M. 

Tabatabaeichehr, and H. Mortazavi.19 

Petitgrain essential oil is used a lot in skin care 

for acne and for toning. It can also be used to 

treat insomnia, stress, nervous exhaustion, 

and flatulence. It is digestive, antiseptic, and 
a digestive and nervous stimulant.15 I find it 
useful in general, all-round skincare blends.

Neroli essential oil is another essential oil 

used extensively in skin care for mature skin, 

wrinkles, sensitive skin, stretch marks, and 

scars. It is also used for digestive disorders, 

such as colic, flatulence and diarrhea.13 I find 
neroli essential oil extremely useful to treat 

shock, anxiety, stress, grief, and depression. 

I once used the inhalation of neroli essential 

oil to help me through a funeral service. This 

is another oil that can be used for palpitations 

and for poor circulation. It possesses many 

of the same actions as petitgrain and orange 

essential oils. A randomized control trial 

conducted on postmenopausal women, 

Effects of Inhalation of Essential Oil of Citrus 
aurantium L. var. amara on Menopausal 

Symptoms, Stress, and Estrogen in 

Postmenopausal Women, by Seo Yeon Choi, 

Purum Kang, Hui Su Lee, and Geun Hee 
Seol indicated that “inhalation of neroli oil 

helps relieve menopausal symptoms, increase 

sexual desire, and reduce blood pressure in 

postmenopausal women. Neroli oil may have 

potential as an effective intervention to reduce 
stress and improve the endocrine system.”20

In herbal medicine, the fruit of bitter orange 

can stimulate digestion and relive flatulence.16 

A herbal infusion of orange is recommended 

for headaches, palpitations and low fever. As 

the fruit is high in Vitamin C, it is useful for 

boosting the immune system. Chinese herbal 

medicine believes that the unripe orange fruit 

can help to regulate qi.16   

Orange (Citrus spp.) continued

Orange flowers (Citrus aurantium var. amara (flos)) 

used for making neroli essential oil
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Conclusion

Orange is a complex plant to study. You 

need to remember that the bitter orange tree 

produces three different types of essential 
oil from three different parts of the plant. In 
addition, the sweet orange tree also produces 

an essential oil from its fruit. 

However, this is one plant that I encourage you 

to become familiar with as an aromatherapist 

because its versatility means that it can be 

used for several common problems, with a 

choice of different (yet similar) oils to use.

Personally, I love the orange tree and my only 

disappointment is that I can’t cultivate it in my 

northern Arizona climate. That aside, I enjoy 

all that it has to offer, and this is one plant I 
highly recommend getting to know.
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Orange (Citrus spp.) continued

Cautions

Essential Oil Cautions

Bitter Orange (Expressed) (Citrus aurantium) Phototoxic. Avoid exposure to sunlight and other forms 
of ultraviolet light after use.

Sweet Orange (Expressed) (Citrus sinensis) Generally believed to be non-toxic.14

Sweet Orange (Distilled) (Citrus sinensis) Generally believed to be non-toxic.

Petitgrain (Citrus aurantium var. amara (fol)) No known cautions for aromatherapy use.

Neroli (Citrus aurantium var. amara (flos)) No known cautions for aromatherapy use.

Note: Regardless of phototoxicity status, take care when using all citrus essential oils as they have the potential to cause 

sensitivity in some individuals, children, and animals.

http://www.uwyo.edu/winwyoming/last%20orange/1c-orange%20facts.pdf
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4082953/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4082953/
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Orange (Citrus spp.) continued

Tummy-be-well Rub for Children

This is a gentle and effective tummy blend that can 
be used for minor digestive upsets with children 
(ages 3 and up).

Base: 

1-oz. unscented, white lotion

Essential Oils:

2 drops sweet orange (Citrus sinensis)

1 drop ylang ylang (Cananga odorata)

1 drop ginger (Zingiber officinale)

Instructions for Use:

Blend together the white lotion and essential oils 
in a 1-oz. jar. Cap. 

Place a dime-sized amount of the blend onto the 
palm of your hand. Gently massage in a clockwise 
direction around the belly button and abdomen 
area of the child.

Cautions: Possible skin sensitivity. Slight risk of 
photo-sensitivity. Discontinue use if either reaction 
occurs.

Stretch-less Massage Blend for New Moms

Use this massage blend post-pregnancy to help to 
reduce stretch marks.

Carrier Oils:

0.75-oz. sunflower (Helianthus annuus) oil

0.25-oz. rosehip (Rosa canina L.) oil

Essential Oils:

5 drops neroli  

   (Citrus aurantium var. amara (flos))

1 drop helichrysum (Helichrysum angustifolia)

6 drops lavender (Lavandula angustifolia)

Instructions for Use:

Blend together the carrier oils and essential oils in 
a 1-oz. bottle and cap.

Place a dime-sized amount of the blend onto the palm 
of your hand. Gently massage in a clockwise direction 
over stretch marks twice a day for several weeks.

Cautions: Possible skin sensitivity. Discontinue use 
if a reaction occurs.

Using an inhaler is one of the quickest ways in 
which an aromatherapy blend reaches the brain 
and instigates the required reactions in the body. 

Uses: Use for sudden shock, panic attacks and for 
morning sickness in pregnancy.* For adult use only.

*Consult a certified aromatherapist for use in pregnancy.

Essential Oils:

10 drops neroli  

   (Citrus aurantium var. amara (flos))

3 drops sweet orange (Citrus sinensis)

5 drops petitgrain  

   (Citrus aurantium var. amara (fol))

Just Breathe Inhaler

Instructions for Use:

Pre-blend the essential oils required for the blend 
in a glass beaker. Add the wick from the inhaler to 
the essential oil blend and allow it to fully absorb 
the blend. Avoid touching the soaked wick with your 
hands (use gloves if necessary) as you may have 
a reaction. Insert the soaked wick into the inhaler. 
Make sure that you fix the bottom cap on securely.

Your inhaler is now ready to use! Make sure that 
you cap it when not in use and affix a label with the 
contents for reference.

Cautions: Avoid contact with mucous membranes. 
For inhalation purposes only. Keep out of reach of 
children and pets. 

Orange (Citrus spp.)
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