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Tea tasting for beginners, in summary: Tea tasting is a learnable method of paying

attention, not an innate gift: brew well, smell, sip across the palate, notice the finish, and

compare two teas side by side to build reference fast. A small, plain vocabulary is all you

need.
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Tea tasting sounds like a refined skill reserved for experts, but it is not a gift: it is a simple, learnable method

of paying attention, and you can start usefully today with no special palate and no vocabulary. The mystique

is the main barrier, and it is removable.

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

The truth about "having a palate"
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Almost nobody is born with a "tea palate"; tasters build one through deliberate, repeated attention and

comparison, the same way anyone learns to tell wines, cheeses or coffees apart. Your senses are almost

certainly fine; what you lack at the start is practice and reference, both of which come quickly. So the starting

point is that you are not under-equipped, you are simply unpractised, which is an entirely different and very

fixable thing.

The practical method, step by step
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First, brew the tea correctly: a badly brewed tea gives false impressions, so technique precedes tasting.

Then smell the dry leaf, then the wet leaf after a short steep, then the liquor, because a large part of "taste"

is aroma through the nose. Take a slightly-larger-than-normal sip and let it spread across the whole mouth,

not just the tip of the tongue. Notice three things in order: the first impression, the body and texture (thin or

full, smooth or drying), and the aftertaste or finish, which often differs from the first taste and is where quality

shows. Then taste it again as it cools, and again on a re-steep, because tea changes across temperature

and infusions. One practical tip: taste mid-morning with a clear palate, not straight after coffee, a strong meal

or a cigarette, all of which dull sensitivity. That is the entire method.

How to build reference fast
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Tasting in isolation teaches slowly; tasting by comparison teaches fast. Brew two clearly different teas side

by side (a malty black and a grassy green; a roasted oolong and a floral one) and the contrasts make each

one's character obvious in a way a single cup never does. Keep a few rough notes in plain words (your

words: "biscuity", "hay", "sharp", "sweet at the end") rather than borrowed jargon. A handful of comparison

sessions builds more usable reference than months of passive drinking.

The vocabulary
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The core tasting words are real, useful shorthand (malty, brisk, grassy, roasted, floral, honeyed, earthy),

worth learning because they map onto things you can actually perceive. A few specific descriptors recur and

are worth knowing: muscatel (the grape-like character of fine Darjeeling), umami (savoury, particularly in

shaded greens like gyokuro), mineral (in Wuyi rock oolong), and huigan (a returning sweetness in the finish).

The hyper-specific single-reference flourishes ("wild Alpine raspberry on the third infusion") are the

pretentious fringe and can be ignored without loss. Good tasting uses a small, reliable vocabulary and is

suspicious of theatre.

Does tasting skill change the tea

Learning to taste does not make the tea healthier or "better" in any objective sense; it makes you able to

perceive and enjoy more of what is already there, and to choose and brew more deliberately. In practice it

also shifts what you buy, toward teas that reward attention and away from anonymous blends. That is the

genuine, sufficient reward, more pleasure and better decisions from the same cup, not a health claim and

not a status badge. Anyone willing to pay attention can do it.

Tea tasting for beginners, at a glance
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Question Answer

Do I need a special

palate?

No. Anyone with normal taste and smell can develop tea tasting skill with a few

weeks of regular practice.

What's the basic

method?

Pour, smell, sip in three small sips (front of palate, middle, back), notice what

each sip showed, swallow, notice the aftertaste.

What should I taste for?
Five main categories: aroma, body (mouthfeel), sweetness,

bitterness/astringency, aftertaste.

How long does it take to

develop?

Detectable improvement after 2-3 weeks of regular tasting. Real fluency after 6-

12 months of varied drinking.

Best tea to start with?
A single-estate Darjeeling first flush versus a CTC Assam: same plant, very

different cup. Reference points for "what variety means".

Do I need a tasting kit? No. A standard mug, a teapot or infuser, and good loose leaf tea is enough.

How many teas should I

taste at once?
2-3 teas side by side. More than 5 overwhelms beginner palates.

Should I take notes?
Yes, while you learn. A simple notebook with date, tea, brewing parameters, taste

notes builds reference fast.

Reference noted

Britannica: Tea (beverage)

FROM THE CURATORteas · Try the cheapest plain version of the style first. Upgrade only after

you've decided you like the style.
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