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Shade-grown tea, in summary: Covering the bushes for weeks before harvest raises

amino acids and cuts astringency, which is what gives gyokuro and matcha their deep,

sweet, umami character. It is a real agricultural choice, not a label.
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Shade-grown tea is the technique behind some of the most prized green teas in the world, including matcha

and gyokuro. Covering the plants from sunlight for a period before harvest is not a marketing flourish; it

changes the chemistry of the leaf and, with it, the taste. This page explains what shading does, why it costs

more, and how to brew what it creates.

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

What it is and how it is done

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What it is and
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Shade-grown tea is tea whose bushes are deliberately covered, with screens, netting or traditional straw and

reed structures, for a number of weeks before the leaves are picked, progressively cutting out most of the

sunlight. It is a timed agricultural operation, not a permanent canopy: as harvest approaches the covers go

on, and the duration and density are judged carefully, because too little does not develop the character and

too much harms the plant. The technique is most strongly associated with high-grade Japanese green teas:

gyokuro and the tencha leaf that is ground into matcha are the classic examples, while ordinary sencha from

the same plant is left in full sun. The shading is the single decision that separates those premium teas from

everyday green.

What shading does to the leaf

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for What

shading does to the leaf , Shade-Grown Tea: How Shade Sweetens the Leaf. Canonical:
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When a tea plant is deprived of strong light it adapts, and that adaptation is the whole point. It produces

more chlorophyll, giving a deep, vivid green leaf, and, crucially, it changes the balance of flavour

compounds. In particular, shading helps the leaf retain more of the amino acids, especially L-theanine, that

give green tea its savoury sweetness, while developing fewer of the catechins that make sun-grown green

more brisk and astringent. The flavour is therefore created in the field, by the shading, not added later in

processing. That is why genuinely shade-grown teas taste distinct rather than merely mild: the brothy depth

of a good gyokuro is a different quality from a simply gentle green.

Why it tastes different

The result in the cup is unmistakable: a deep, brothy, savoury sweetness often described with the Japanese

word umami, low astringency, and a rich, smooth, almost creamy character quite unlike the brisk, grassy

edge of a sun-grown sencha. This is exactly the profile prized in a fine gyokuro or a good matcha. The

clearest way to understand it is a side-by-side tasting: a sun-grown sencha next to a shaded gyokuro, both

brewed gently, turns the abstract agricultural fact into something you can taste in a single sitting.
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Tea Grown Character

Sencha Full sun Fresh, grassy, brisk

Kabusecha Shaded briefly Between sencha and gyokuro

Gyokuro Shaded around 3 weeks or more Deep, savoury, sweet, smooth

Matcha (from tencha) Shaded Rich, umami, low bitterness

Matcha, gyokuro and kabusecha
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It helps to know the family, because all three share the shade-grown signature in different degrees. Tencha

is the shaded leaf that is dried without rolling and then ground into matcha. Gyokuro is shaded leaf

processed as a loose tea for the sweetest, most prized steeped cup. Kabusecha is shaded for a shorter

period than gyokuro, sitting between it and ordinary sencha in both price and character. Knowing where

each sits is a useful map when choosing among premium Japanese greens: the longer and denser the

shading, broadly, the sweeter, smoother and pricier the result.

Why it costs more
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Shading trades yield and labour for quality. Building, managing and removing the covers is real work, and a

shaded, stressed plant produces less leaf than one in full sun. The grower is deliberately choosing less tea

of a specific, prized character over more ordinary tea. That trade is the clear reason gyokuro and quality

matcha cost more than everyday sencha, and it is a genuine agricultural decision rather than a premium

invented for the label. Shading is also not the only route to a sweeter, less astringent green, early plucking,

tender picking and cool brewing all reduce briskness, but none transforms the leaf chemistry the way weeks

of shade do.

The L-theanine point, kept measured
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Shade-grown teas are often marketed on their higher L-theanine content, the amino acid associated with a

calm, focused quality alongside caffeine. The flavour effect of that chemistry is real and tasteable. Broader

claims about calm or focus are best treated with the measured caution this site applies to all such

statements: the taste difference is certain, the wellbeing framing is interesting rather than proven, and the

cup is reason enough to value the tea. This is general information, not medical advice.

How to brew it
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Shade-grown leaf teas such as gyokuro are brewed deliberately gently: notably cool water, sometimes as

low as 50 to 60C, a generous amount of leaf and short steeps, to coax out the sweet umami and avoid

drawing harshness. They also re-steep well, as the re-steeping guide covers. Matcha is different again,

whisked as a powder into hot water rather than steeped at all. In every case, treating these teas like an

ordinary green and using hot water wastes exactly the quality the weeks of shading were for, which is the

most common and most expensive mistake with them. Cool water, generous leaf, short steeps and a little

attention are not fussiness here; they are the only way to receive what the lost harvest paid for. Browse the

matcha and Japanese greens in the full tea shop, where UK delivery is free over £35.
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