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Ayurveda means the “science of life”, deriving from the Sanskrit “ayus” (life) and “veda” (science). It is a
complex and meticulously detailed system of medicine, with branches that include surgery, psychiatry,
obstetrics, gerontology and pediatrics. In India its roots are traced back to Vedic times (around 5000 BC),
when it is believed the divine healer Dhanvantri revealed its secrets. In around 1200 BC, the system was
codified in 2 key treatises (the Charaka and Sushruta Samhitas) on internal medicine, the prevention and
treatment of disease and surgery, which are still considered the corner stones of Indian medicine today.
Over 700 medicinal herbs and plants were listed in these texts, together with detailed symptoms of over
1000 observed illnesses, surgical instruments and techniques, and a listing of energy meridians and the
body’s pressure or marma points (of which there are over 108 on the face alone).

At its core Ayurveda is the science of longevity and there is a clearly perceived link betweenmind, body and
nature. Texts have detailed prescriptions for living a long and healthy life with a regimen that includes yoga,
a customised diet, spiritual practices and regular detoxification to rejuvenate and rebalance the body. The
body’s equilibrium is the fundamental focus. Ayurveda is founded on themetaphysics of the five elements
and the belief that the body is a microcosmic representation of air, water, earth, fire and ether. In every
individual, the five elements combine to form the three doshas or medical humours: Vata, a combination
of water and ether; Pitta, fire and water; Kapha, earth and water. The combination in each human being
forms a unique imprint which requires personalised attention. When the balance of these doshas is out of
kilter for any reason, ranging from seasonal changes, to diet, age, infection and stress, there is unease. Left
to accumulate, this leads to disease. Rebalancing begins with a medicated oil massage, often performed
synchronously by two masseurs, and therapeutic steaming. This sets the stage for prescribed cleansing
rituals or treatments based on individual doshas. One of the more well-known cleansing techniques is
Dhara, whereby medicated oil (shirodhara) or buttermilk (ksheerdhara), depending on the individual’s
dosha, is poured continuously at the same pressure on the forehead for 45 minutes to an hour. Deeply
relaxing, this treatment is particulary effective in eliminating stress and tension; perhaps because of this,
shirodhara is now commonplace on international spa menus.

With spa-goers increasingly seeking a holistic wellness experience that nurtures completewell-being,many
of the world’s spas now offer a selection of Ayurvedic therapies. In India, The Leela Palace Kempinski
Udaipur’s stunning ESPA tented spa (page 38) offers a range of signature Ayurvedic treatmentswhich blend
ancient disciplines with western practices. Following a consultation, therapies such as the Dosha Specific
Inspired Massage & Wrap are personalised to the guest’s unique needs. Ayurvedic Touch Therapies at the
Park Hyatt Goa’smulti award-winning Sereno Spa (page 39) are also based on the individual’s natural body-
mind constitution and customised with specific herbal essences; detoxification rituals vary from 5 to 14 or
21 days and include personalised dosha treatments, yoga and nutritional guidance. Outside India, the
internationally renowned COMO Shambhala spa brand incorporates a wide variety of Ayurvedic therapies
into its spa offerings: Parrot Cay in the Turks & Caicos (page 27) is one of only a few resorts in the Americas
to offer an extensive Ayurvedic Programme with resident doctor; the programme is also available at the
COMO Shambhala Estate in Bali (page 42). The exceptional Shanti Ananda Maurice in Mauritius (page 16)
offers a complete approach to balancing the mind, body and soul, with a spa menu that blends eastern
and western healing principles and features Ayurvedic therapies like pizhichil and abhyanga alongside
treatments such as thalassotherapy.

While some Ayurvedic practices sound unusual, and if not clearly explained they may seem to have boot
camp leanings, many are now an established part of the international spa vocabulary. Look out for Luxury
Spas offering Ayurvedic treatments in the following pages andmaybe during your next spa visit explore the
benefits of thousands of years of healing wisdom.
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Geeta Rao, Beauty & Health Director, Vogue India explores an international spa trend with ancient origins.


