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Mukashi | or [ Shiro|. This

is curious as they seem to have no connection to the tea they name - ‘mukashi’ means ‘past’ and

Names of varieties of matcha green powdered tea often end in [

‘shiro’ means ‘white’. Nowadays these words often distinguish whether the tea is koicha (thick tea)
grade or usucha (thin tea) grade tea. An example of their use is in “FHEDE toki ha no mukashi’
the preferred thick tea of the current Grandmaster of the Ueda Soko Tradition, and a high grade thin
tea we often use at practice called ‘BiEED [ myée no shiro’.
The most widely accepted explanation of the origin of the [ Mukashi | naming convention is
comes from the number 21, which represents the 21 day period of the first tea harvest of the season
conducted around the ‘88th night’ (J\ 1 /\1& hachi jyii hachi ya). The 88th night is the 88th night
after the first day of spring. This day is May 2 (Northern Hemisphere) on the current calendar. The
88th night is said to be the best time to pick tea. Tea picked in the 21day period around the 88th
night is given the name [ & Mukashi] as the number 21 is written {I— and day [. Put them

together and you can make the character #.

' Shiro] in tea names appears during the reign of shogun Tokugawa Iemitsu (1623 - 1651).
The origin comes from the requests of daimyo (feudal lord) teaists to tea producers in Uji (Kyoto)
to produce ‘tea that is white’. The precise meaning of this ‘white” used at the time is unclear. A
widely accepted explanation is the word ‘shiro’ (white) became associated with the highest quality
tea. High quality tea produces a very fine, almost white powder in contrast to course, lower grade
tea that produces a dark green powder. In contrast, lesser quality tea has a dark green colour. The
‘matcha’ for cooking use you can buy in Asian supermarkets in Melbourne has this dark green

colour. Practitioners of chanoyu in Melbourne have high-grade matcha sent from Japan.

Next time you’re at a tea gathering, try asking the host ‘o-chamei wa?’ (What is the name of the

tea?). They might just answer with a variety of ‘mukashi’ or ‘shiro’.




