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Sun protection and other uses of Thanakha in Myanmar 
Elizabeth V. Seiverling, MD1, Alyssa M. Klein MD1, Lindsay C. Bacik BS1, Christoph Gelsdorf MD2 and Hadjh Ahrns MD3 

Tanakha powder, used by Burmese people, is produced from the bark of 
the Hesperethusa crenulata or Naringi crenulata trees (1). The powder is 

mixed with water to form a thin yellow paste, which is applied directly to the skin 
(Figure 1). The purpose of our research was to determine the dermatologic uses 
of thanakha in Myanmar. 

METHODS

We conducted 25 semi-structured interviews and performed a summative 
content analysis of the responses. We coded and counted the frequency of 
keywords found in the interview responses. Participants were both men and 
women, ages 12 to 55, from different regions of Myanmar, and represented 
different ethnicities and religious groups. 

RESULTS

Nine distinct dermatologic uses of thanakha were identified: photo-protection, 
acne treatment and prevention, skin lightening, skin cooling, beautification 
(make-up), rhytid (wrinkle) reduction, pruritus relief, scar reduction, and odor 
prevention (Table 1). Of these, the most commonly reported reason for applying 
thanakha was sun protection. All 25 participants stated this was a reason for 
daily morning application. Skin cooling, skin whitening, and acne treatment or 
prevention were the other most reported reasons for applying thanakha. The 
most important reason for applying thanakha was acne treatment and prevention 
in patients under 16 and sun protection in those 17 or older, followed by skin 
cooling and skin lightening. The additional dermatologic uses for thanakha 
(numbers 5 to 9 in table) were each reported by at least three study participants. 

DISCUSSION
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OBJECTIVES: Thanakha is a powder produced from the bark of Hesperethusa 
crenulata or Naringi crenulata trees, and has been used by Burmese people 
for over 2,000 years. The powder is traditionally mixed with water to form a 
thin yellow paste which is then applied directly to the skin. The purpose of 
this study was to determine the dermatologic uses of thanakha in Myanmar. 

DESIGN: This cross-sectional study was conducted in Myanmar and consisted 
of 25 semi-structured interviews with Burmese people who wear thanakha. 
Participants were both men and women, ages 12-55, and represented three 
different regions of Myanmar.

RESULTS: Nine distinct dermatologic uses of thanakha were identified: 
photo-protection, acne treatment and prevention, skin lightening, skin 
cooling, beautification (make-up), rhytid (wrinkle) reduction, pruritus relief, 
scar reduction, and odor prevention. Of these, the most commonly reported 
reason for applying thanakha to the skin was sun protection. 

CONCLUSION: Thanakha is being used daily for the treatment and 
prevention of some the most prevalent dermatologic conditions. As travel 
restrictions to Myanmar ease, further research should investigate the efficacy 
and safety of thanakha for various dermatologic conditions.
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Sun protection was the most commonly reported reason for applying 
thanakha. H. crenulata extracts contain marmesin (2). Marmesin, a 
fourocumarin (like psoralen) has a λmax of 335 nm resulting in absorption 
of ultraviolet A radiation. When compared to titanium dioxide, marmesin 
has comparable efficacy in UVA absorption (2). In contrast to psoralens, the 
result of marmesin absorption of UVA is not mutagenic (3). Thus, the use 
of thanakha for sun protection and to reduce rhytids is supported by the 
presence of marmesin. 

Among younger participants, acne treatment or prevention was the most 
commonly reported reason for applying thanakha. Wanthong et al. reported 
that thanakha bark has strong anti-inflammatory, significant antioxidant, 
and slight antibacterial properties (4). Thus, thanakha may impact two 
of the important etiologic pathways in acne pathogenesis—inflammation 
and bacterial overgrowth. A study to determine the effects of thanakha on 
Propionibacterium acnes is underway at our institution. 

Skin cooling, whitening and beautification were additional reported reasons 
for application of thanakha. Thanakha contains menthol and alcohol, which 
contribute to its cooling properties. The skin lightening effects are related to 
arbutin, which inhibits melanin production by decreasing tyrosinase activity 
(4). When used as make-up, thanakha is commonly applied to the face as 
squares or circular patches on the cheeks. 

Lastly, some participants reported use of thanakha for treatment of itchy 

Reason for application 
of thanakha Number of responses

Photo-Protection 25
Acne Treatment and 

Prevention 10

Skin Lightening 13
Skin Cooling 14

Beautification (Make-Up) 9
Rhytid (Wrinkle) 

Reduction 7

Pruritus Relief 8
Scar Reduction 3
Odor Prevention 8

TABLE 1
Dermatologic uses of thanakha

Figure 1) Thanakha for sun protection
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rashes and for odor prevention. Thanakha may have anti-pruritic properties 
since it contains menthol, as is found in pramoxine and other anti-itch 
products. Anti-itch properties may also be due to the anti-inflammatory 
components akin to steroid creams. For odor prevention, thanakha is 
sometimes mixed with sandalwood, an aromatic plant derivative used in 
perfumes. 

Our study did not seek to determine safety or efficacy of thanakha. Review 
of the literature found no reports of contact dermatitis due to thanakha. 
However, there are reports of thanakha products containing lead and being 
linked to elevated blood lead levels (5). 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, our study identified nine distinct dermatologic reasons 
Burmese people apply thanakha to their skin. Further research is needed 
to investigate the efficacy and safety of thanakha and to explore the role 
thanakha may have in photo-protection, acne treatment and prevention, 
treatment of hyperpigmentation, and in cosmetic skin regimens.
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