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Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf

From the Teas.co.uk wiki

Tearolling, in summary: The dual-purpose step that both breaks the leaf cells (enabling
oxidation or releasing flavour) and shapes the finished tea. Hand versus machine, orthodox
versus CTC, and the multi-pass tradition all live here. Visible craft.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite

Teas.co.uk for Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-
explained/

Rolling is where the leaf is physically transformed and oxidation is enabled. This sits in the processing
cluster beside withering.

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

What rolling does

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What rolling
does , Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-explained/

Rolling means working withered leaf, by machine or by hand, to bruise and rupture its cells, and it does two
jobs at once. It breaks the cell walls so the intracellular enzymes (chiefly polyphenol oxidase) meet leaf
compounds and oxygen, which enables and promotes oxidation for oolong and black tea, or releases volatile
compounds that enrich a green tea even when oxidation is prevented. And it shapes the leaf into its final
form. Shape is function, not decoration: tightly rolled balls brew slowly and re-steep many times, while
twisted leaf brews faster, so the form is a deliberate choice that affects how the tea behaves in the pot. See
tea processing steps for the full sequence.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-
explained/

Aspect Answer
What it is Processing step that breaks leaf cells AND shapes finished tea
Dual purpose Cell membrane damage (enables/promotes oxidation) AND aesthetic/functional shape

Hand vs machine Premium tea often hand-rolled; commercial production uses rolling machines


https://teas.co.uk
/wiki/tea-withering/
https://teas.co.uk
/wiki/tea-processing-steps/
https://teas.co.uk

Aspect Answer
Common shapes Needle, twisted strip, curled, balled, flat, broken, fannings/dust
Green tea shapes Needle (sencha), flat (Long Jing), curled (gunpowder), twisted (mao feng)
Oolong shapes  Tightly-balled (Taiwanese, Tieguanyin), twisted strip (Wuyi rock)

Black tea shapes Orthodox whole leaf, CTC (crush-tear-curl) machine processing

White tea Minimal or no rolling; preserves whole leaf structure
Pu-erh shape Loose maocha then compressed cakes/bricks/tuocha
Bruising step Separate from rolling; physical damage to leaf edges; oolong tradition

Multiple passes  Premium tea often rolled multiple times with rest periods between
Orthodox vs CTC Orthodox = traditional whole-leaf rolling; CTC = machine processing
Skill variable Pressure, duration, technique significantly affect cup quality

Framing Cell-damage step AND shape-defining step; visible craft variable

Hand vs machine

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Hand vs
machine , Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-
explained/

The split between hand-rolling and machine-rolling affects both quality and economics. Hand-rolling works
the leaf between the hands or on bamboo trays, with pressure and technique adjusted continuously by feel;
it preserves leaf integrity, is characteristic of premium production and is genuinely labour-intensive (five to
ten hours per kilogram is typical). Machine-rolling uses adjustable roller machines for consistent results
across volume, the standard commercial approach. CTC machines ("crush, tear, curl") deliberately fragment
the leaf into small particles for tea bags, an intentional process rather than a degraded one. Many premium
producers use a hybrid, machine-rolling first and hand-finishing the shape. None of this is simply "better
versus worse": the right technique matches the tea's positioning, and premium hand-rolled tea legitimately
commands its price.

Shapes, and what they mean

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Shapes, and
what they mean , Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-
explained/

Different shapes carry specific processing traditions and quality signals. Needle (long, thin, twisted) is the
Japanese sencha reference; flat, pressed leaves define Long Jing; twisted strips characterise Wuyi rock tea
and orthodox black; curled "snail" shapes belong to teas like Bi Luo Chun; tightly balled pellets are the
Taiwanese high-mountain oolong signature; and broken leaf, fannings and dust are the smaller particles of
CTC and commercial processing, quicker to brew and cheaper per gram. Shape is largely set by tradition, so
a "premium needle" and a "premium ball" are equally valid quality positions, and which one you prefer is
partly a matter of tea-drinking culture rather than a ranking.


https://teas.co.uk
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Bruising, and orthodox vs CTC

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Bruising, and
orthodox vs CTC , Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-
explained/

"Bruising" is distinct from rolling, though casual writing conflates them. Bruising damages the leaf edges by
shaking or tumbling, creating oxidation hotspots at the margins without breaking the whole leaf, which is
what gives partially oxidised oolong its characteristic dark-edge, pale-centre wet leaf; many oolongs bruise
first, then roll for shape. Rolling proper is the more thorough working of the whole leaf. The most-discussed
rolling variation in black tea is orthodox versus CTC. Orthodox is traditional whole-leaf rolling that produces
twisted, full-leaf grades with nuanced flavour, characteristic of Darjeeling, Ceylon high-grown and premium
Assam. CTC passes the leaf through cylinders that crush, tear and curl it into small uniform particles for tea
bags, giving a fast, bold, less complex cup. Orthodox skews premium and CTC commaodity, but both are
legitimate when matched to the price and brewing method. See CTC vs orthodox.

Multi-pass rolling, and judging it

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Multi-pass
rolling, and judging it , Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-
rolling-explained/

Premium production often rolls the leaf many times. Where commodity tea gets a single pass, premium tea
can take 3 to 20-plus separate rolling sessions with rest periods between, the pressure and duration
adjusted across passes: Tieguanyin can take 10 to 20 cycles, high-grade Taiwanese oolong 8 to 15, and
some premium sencha 3 to 5. This develops the shape gradually and damages the cells progressively rather
than aggressively, and it can run to 8 to 24 hours of labour per batch, which is part of why such teas cost
what they do. You can read rolling quality in the finished tea: a well-rolled batch is uniform in shape, balled
oolong is consistently tight, whole leaves are preserved rather than shattered, and the brewed leaves unfurl
evenly and come out intact. See how to judge tea quality.

Reference noted

e PubMed: Green tea catechins and human health

FROM THE CURATORteas - The infusion is more important than the shop. A short careful brew

can lift a budget bag past a careless premium one.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
Teas.co.uk for Tea Rolling: Breaking and Shaping the Leaf. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/tea-rolling-
explained/
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More from the tea wiki

e Tea processing steps

Tea withering
Tea oxidation

Kill-green (fixing)
CTC vs orthodox
Wuyi rock tea
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