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In the early 20th century, absinthe was unjustly accused of
causing the so-called absinthism syndrome. Nowadays, we
know that the thujone content of absinthe was substantially
overestimated, because of the crude analytical techniques of that
period. Curiously, Dalmatian sage, a flavoring herb commonly
found in kitchens, contains more than 50% thujone in its oil [1].
Despite that, no one has yet banned sage from the pantry!

Like many other spirits of its kind (for example Greek
ouzo, Italian sambuca, or French pastis), absinthe is a herbal
distillate containing essential oils [2]. A variety of com-
pounds, for example the monoterpene thujone and the aro-
matic compound anethol, are dissolved in these oils and
contribute to the complex taste of the drink. The compounds
dissolved in the essential oils are highly soluble in alcohol
but not so in water. Consequently, when cold water is added

to the spirit, the alcohol is progressively diluted and the
essential oils are eventually forced out of solution. However,
for specific proportions of oils, alcohol, and water, we
observe the formation of a stable dispersed system, also
known as a microemulsion [3]. The metastable region of
the system is defined by the area delimited by the binodal
and spinodal curves of the phase diagram [4]. This liquid–
liquid dispersion contains heterogeneities of size comparable
with the wavelength of visible light. These scatter the light in
all directions, creating the milky appearance of the liquid [5].

Because these types of microemulsion are metastatic sys-
tems, their stability can decrease rapidly with small variations
of the physical conditions. Specifically, increasing the tem-
perature leads to growth of the dispersed oil droplets, with
consequent deterioration of the emulsion [5]. Therefore, dilut-
ing absinthe with cold water will ensure the stability of the
microemulsion whereas use of warm water might cause un-
pleasant phase-separation effects that could make the absinthe
drink less enjoyable.
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