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The Japanese tea ceremony (chanoyu), in summary: Chanoyu is the most codified tea
tradition in the world: thin usucha vs intense koicha, wabi sabi aesthetics, years of training,
with a transferable core.

The Japanese tea ceremony, chanoyu or the way of tea (chado / sado), is the most refined and codified tea
tradition in the world, and one of the most misunderstood. It is not a performance for guests so much as a
discipline for the host, and matcha is its heart. The tea itself is covered in our matcha guide and the
Japanese tea hub; this page is the ceremony, and it sits in the world tea ceremonies cluster.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in April 2026.

What it actually is

Chanoyu is the choreographed preparation and serving of matcha to guests in a deliberately simple space,
governed by principles attributed to the sixteenth-century master Sen no Rikyu: harmony, respect, purity and
tranquillity (wa, kei, sei, jaku). Every element, the architecture of the tea room, the sequence of movements,
the utensils, the seasonal scroll and flowers, is prescribed and rehearsed for years. The result is that the
host makes a bow! of tea with total economy and presence, and the guest receives it the same way.

Thin tea and thick tea

There are two preparations. Usucha, thin tea, is the lighter everyday bowl, briskly whisked to a froth, the
version most people will ever encounter. Koicha, thick tea, uses far more matcha and less water, kneaded
rather than whisked into a glossy, intense, paint-like consistency, and demands a top ceremonial grade. The
grade distinction matters enormously and is covered in ceremonial vs culinary matcha; koicha is unforgiving

of anything but the best leaf.

Why the training takes years

To an outsider the host appears to be doing something simple slowly. In fact every placement, fold and turn
is specified, and mastering them so they become unselfconscious takes a lifetime; many practitioners study
for decades and never consider themselves finished. The point is not to impress but to reach a state where
nothing is wasted and nothing is forced, which is itself the aesthetic. This is the clearest example of the
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cluster’s recurring theme: ceremony as the refinement of attention.

Wabi sabi and the aesthetics

Chanoyu is bound to wabi-sabi, the appreciation of the imperfect, impermanent and humble. The favoured
bowls are often irregular and rustic rather than ornate; the room is small and plain; the seasonal references
are quiet. This is a deliberate counter to display, and it is why a chipped, asymmetric chawan can be
treasured. Understanding this aesthetic is most of understanding why the ceremony looks the way it does.

What you can take home

You will not replicate years of training, but the transferable core is real and immediate: sieve and whisk good
matcha properly, off-the-boil water never boiling, full attention, a warmed bowl, see how to whisk matcha and

the matcha latte at home for the everyday version. Making one bowl with full attention is a scaled down,

respectful echo of chanoyu, and it noticeably improves the tea, which is the practical lesson the whole
ceremonies cluster keeps returning to.

In short: thin tea vs thick tea

Aspect Usucha (thin) Koicha (thick)
Preparation Briskly whisked to a froth Kneaded into a glossy paste
Matcha to water Less matcha, more water Much more matcha, little water
Grade needed Good ceremonial grade Top ceremonial grade only
When met The version most people encounter Formal, demanding, rarer

How to bring the ethic home without playing dress-up

The most useful, least pretentious takeaway is that you can borrow the ethic of chanoyu without cosplaying
the form, and the line is clear. Borrowing the form, building a tea room and performing memorised
movements you have not trained in, is hollow and slightly disrespectful. Borrowing the ethic, making one
bowl of good matcha with complete attention, a warmed bowl, water well off the boil, no phone, present to
the person you are serving, is the real, transferable core. You are not doing a diminished ceremony; you are
practising the one principle the ceremony exists to teach, that how you do a small thing is the thing.

That principle generalises far past matcha: brew any tea, a workday sencha or an ordinary mug, with the
same small deliberateness, right water, full attention, a moment of presence, and the cup measurably
improves while the few minutes become a pause rather than an afterthought. Attention is the ingredient
nobody lists on the packet, and the formal ceremony is simply its most disciplined expression.

The bottom line on chanoyu

Chanoyu is the world's most codified tea tradition, a discipline for the host rather than a performance, split
into thin usucha and intense koicha, bound to wabi sabi aesthetics and years of training, and its transferable
core is simply making one bowl of good matcha with full attention. Make your own bowl with leaf from the
matcha range, the green tea range, or the full tea shop.
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FROM THE CURATOR

teas - Freshness beats provenance for most drinkers. Buy a smaller bag more often.

Tea reading

Continue with the Japanese tea ceremony explained, Japanese tea culture, matcha, the Japanese tea hub
and Japanese tea regions.

More from the tea wiki

e Green tea

Black tea

Oolong tea
White tea

Herbal tea

Caffeine in tea

How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag
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