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Russian tea culture and the samovar, in summary: Russian tea culture explained: the
samovar, zavarka concentrate, podstakannik glasses, jam-and-lemon tradition, how to
approximate at home.

Russian tea culture is less a formal ceremony than an all-day domestic institution, and the samovar is its
engine. It is one of the great strong black tea traditions, and it sits in our world ceremonies cluster alongside

the more choreographed ceremonies.

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

What a samovar is

A samovar is a large metal urn that heats and holds water all day, with a small concentrated teapot (the
zavarka) sitting on top kept warm by the rising heat. Tea is made as a very strong concentrate in the
zavarka; each drinker pours a little concentrate into a glass and dilutes it from the samovar to the strength
they personally want. It is an elegant solution to serving many people, all day, at individually chosen
strengths.

The zavarka concentrate

The heart of the system is the zavarka: a small pot brewed deliberately very strong with a strong black tea,
traditionally a hearty blend, sometimes including the smoky Russian Caravan style. A spoonful of this goes
into the glass and hot water does the rest. It means one careful brew serves a household for hours,
refreshed as needed, which is why the strong black base matters, see black tea and black tea by origin. As a

guide, 4 to 6 teaspoons in a 500ml pot brewed 5 to 7 minutes makes a concentrate you dilute roughly 50-
100ml to a 200-250ml glass, adjusted to taste.

Glasses, podstakannik and jam

Tea is traditionally drunk from glasses, often held in an ornate metal holder, the podstakannik, that makes a
hot glass manageable, an icon of train travel across Russia. It is taken with lemon, or famously "v prikusku",
with a spoonful of fruit jam eaten alongside or stirred in rather than sugar. These are not garnishes but part
of the cultural form.

Hospitality, all day
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The samovar embodies the same hospitality the other ceremonies do, expressed as constancy rather than
choreography: the pot is always on, a guest is always offered tea, conversation happens around it for hours.
It is the Russian counterpart to the Moroccan three glasses or the British pot, the social heart of the home
rendered in metal; the phrase "na chai"” (to tea) is the standard invitation to visit.

How to approximate it at home

You do not need a samovar. Brew a small pot of very strong black concentrate, keep a kettle or flask of hot
water alongside, and let everyone dilute to taste from the concentrate, topping up over the afternoon. Use a
strong Ceylon or English Breakfast style as the base, brewed full strength, see the water temperature guide.

Offer lemon and a good fruit jam and the essential experience is there. The pattern, not the equipment, is
the point, which is why Russian households abroad use exactly this kettle-and-teapot version.

Russian samovar tea culture at a glance

Field Detail
What it is Russian tea preparation centred on a samovar (heated urn) keeping water continuously hot,
with strong tea concentrate diluted by drinker to taste
Origin ) . .
period 18th century Russia; samovars became near-universal household item through 19th century

Materials  Traditional samovars are brass, copper, or silver; modern electric versions are stainless steel

- q Strong black tea, traditionally Caravan blends; modern: Indian Assam, Ceylon, mainstream
ea use
English Breakfast

Serving Small glasses in podstakannik (metal glass-holders); lemon slices and jam alongside
Caffeine  40-80mg per cup depending on dilution; often 5-10 cups across a day

Cultural Hospitality anchor; "to tea" (na chai) means social visit; the samovar bubbles for hours of
role conversation

Samovar history

The samovar emerged in 18th century Russia, with the city of Tula becoming the dominant production centre
(Tula samovars are still made today and enjoy a status like Sheffield steel or Solingen knives). By the 19th
century, samovars were near-universal in Russian households across class lines, from peasant kitchens
with simple brass models to aristocratic salons with elaborate silver-and-gold versions. The samovar
appears in countless 19th-century Russian novels (Tolstoy, Chekhov, Dostoevsky) as the unspoken
centrepiece of domestic life. Soviet-era samovars maintained the tradition through the 20th century; electric
versions started appearing in the 1950s and have largely replaced charcoal-burning models. For collectors,
antique pre 1917 Tula samovars in working condition can fetch hundreds to several thousand pounds
depending on size and decoration; working Soviet electric samovars from the 1960s to 80s make good daily
tea for far less.

The bottom line on Russian samovar culture
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The samovar is a smart historical answer to "how do we keep tea drinking going for hours without constantly
boiling kettles". The zavarka concentrate plus hot-water dilution gives drinkers personal strength control and
the multi-cup social pattern. It is worth experiencing if Russian or Eastern European culture interests you, or
if you have a household with multiple tea drinkers and want a more flexible alternative to single-pot brewing.
The zavarka approximation works fine without a samovar; the equipment matters less than the pattern.

Reference noted

e EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

FROM THE CURATOR

teas - Buy the zavarka tea on the cup, not on the label. The wider shelf can wait until the

samovar tells you what you like.

Tea reading

For broader ceremony context see the tea ceremonies around the world overview. For the tea itself see

black tea and black tea by origin. For a related double-pot tradition see Turkish cay. For brewing technique

see how to make tea properly.

More related guides

e Russian Samovar Tea: A System for All-Day Hospitality
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