
what taste better than it smells

what taste better than it smells is a curious phenomenon that often surprises many food enthusiasts and
casual eaters alike. Certain foods and ingredients have aromas that are less appealing or even off-putting, but
when tasted, their flavors reveal a delightful complexity and richness that contradict their initial scent.
Understanding why some items taste better than they smell involves exploring the science of taste and
smell, the interaction of sensory receptors, and cultural perceptions of flavor and aroma. This article will
delve into various examples of foods that exhibit this intriguing characteristic, explain the biological and
chemical reasons behind it, and offer insight into how this knowledge can enhance culinary experiences.
Additionally, the article will discuss how these sensory differences affect food selection and appreciation
across different cultures.
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Exploring the Science Behind Taste and Smell
The human sensory system for taste and smell is complex and interlinked, yet these senses operate through
different mechanisms that sometimes lead to contrasting perceptions of the same food. Taste is primarily
detected by taste buds located on the tongue, which recognize five basic tastes: sweet, sour, salty, bitter, and
umami. Smell, on the other hand, is detected by olfactory receptors in the nasal cavity, capable of
identifying thousands of different odor molecules. When a food’s aroma is not particularly pleasant, but its
taste is enjoyable, this disparity can be attributed to how these sensory signals are processed in the brain.

Olfactory and Gustatory Receptors
Olfactory receptors are responsible for detecting volatile compounds released by food, influencing the
perception of aroma. Some compounds that are detected by the nose might be perceived as unpleasant due
to their strong or unusual scent molecules. Meanwhile, gustatory receptors respond to non-volatile
compounds that interact with the tongue, producing taste sensations that can be more appealing. This
separation of sensory input allows for situations where a food's smell may be off-putting while its taste is
pleasant.



The Role of Flavor Perception
Flavor is a combination of taste, smell, texture, and even temperature. When the sense of smell is
compromised or overridden by other sensory inputs, the overall flavor perception can improve. For
example, foods with strong sulfur-containing compounds might smell pungent but taste mild and enjoyable
on the palate. The brain integrates all these inputs to form a comprehensive flavor experience that
sometimes contradicts initial olfactory impressions.

Common Foods That Taste Better Than They Smell
Numerous foods are well-known for having aromas that deter some people, yet their flavors are widely
appreciated. This section highlights several common examples of such foods and explains what makes their
taste more favorable than their smell.

Durian
Often called the “king of fruits,” durian is infamous for its strong, pungent odor, which many describe as a
mix of rotten onions, turpentine, and raw sewage. Despite this, the fruit’s creamy texture and sweet,
custard-like flavor are highly prized in Southeast Asia. The contrast between its smell and taste exemplifies
what taste better than it smells, as the taste is rich, sweet, and complex.

Blue Cheese
Blue cheese varieties emit a sharp, tangy, and sometimes ammonia-like aroma due to the Penicillium mold
used in their production. While the smell can be off-putting to some, the taste is creamy, salty, and savory
with a distinctive tang that cheese enthusiasts enjoy. This cheese’s flavor profile demonstrates how
fermentation and aging processes affect aroma and taste differently.

Seaweed
Seaweed, especially when dried, has a strong marine smell that some find unpleasant. However, its taste is
often described as umami-rich, salty, and slightly sweet, making it a popular ingredient in various cuisines.
The seaweed’s savory flavor, despite its strong odor, is a classic example of foods that taste better than they
smell.

Fermented Foods
Many fermented foods such as kimchi, sauerkraut, and natto have strong, sometimes sour or pungent smells
due to the fermentation process. However, their tastes often offer a balanced combination of sourness,
saltiness, and umami, making them flavorful additions to dishes worldwide. These foods highlight how
fermentation can enhance taste even when the aroma is challenging.



Cultural Perspectives on Aroma and Flavor
Cultural backgrounds significantly influence how people perceive the relationship between aroma and
taste. What might be considered an unpleasant smell in one culture could be associated with delicious
flavors in another, reflecting differing culinary traditions and sensory preferences.

Western vs. Eastern Culinary Attitudes
In many Western cultures, strong odors in food are often regarded negatively, sometimes affecting the
willingness to taste those foods. In contrast, many Eastern cultures embrace pungent aromas as indicators of
rich flavor and culinary sophistication. Foods like durian and fermented soy products exemplify this
cultural divide.

Adaptation and Acquired Tastes
Repeated exposure to foods with challenging smells can lead to acquired tastes, where the initial negative
reaction diminishes, and the individual begins to appreciate the food’s flavor. This adaptation is common in
cultures where such foods are staple items, demonstrating the powerful role of cultural conditioning in
sensory perception.

How Sensory Interaction Influences Food Perception
The interplay between different senses shapes the overall food experience. When a food’s taste surpasses its
smell, it often involves a complex sensory interaction that can be influenced by psychological and
environmental factors.

Impact of Context and Presentation
The context in which a food is consumed, including its presentation and accompanying ingredients, can
alter sensory perception. For instance, combining a food with a strong odor with other complementary
tastes and textures can enhance its flavor and reduce the impact of its smell.

Role of Temperature and Texture
Temperature affects the volatility of aromatic compounds; warmer temperatures tend to increase odor
intensity, while cooler temperatures can suppress it. Texture also contributes to taste perception, as creamy
or crunchy textures might distract from or balance out an unpleasant aroma, making the food more
palatable.

Practical Tips for Enjoying Foods with Challenging Aromas
For those interested in exploring foods that taste better than they smell, certain strategies can help improve
acceptance and enjoyment.



Try foods in small amounts initially to allow gradual adaptation.

Combine pungent foods with milder ingredients to balance flavors.

Consume foods at cooler temperatures to reduce strong odors.

Focus on the texture and taste sensations to divert attention from unpleasant smells.

Experiment with different preparation methods to modify aroma intensity.

Employing these tips can enhance the culinary experience and encourage the appreciation of diverse
flavors that might otherwise be overlooked due to their challenging aromas.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some foods that taste better than they smell?
Examples of foods that taste better than they smell include durian, certain cheeses like blue cheese, natto,
and cooked liver. These foods often have strong or unpleasant odors, but their flavors are enjoyed by many.

Why do some foods taste better than they smell?
Some foods contain volatile compounds that produce strong odors which can be off-putting, but their non-
volatile compounds provide a pleasant taste. Additionally, the sense of taste and smell are processed
separately, so a food might smell bad but still have a good flavor when tasted.

Is durian an example of a food that tastes better than it smells?
Yes, durian is famously known for its strong and often unpleasant smell, but many people enjoy its rich,
creamy, and sweet taste, making it a classic example of a food that tastes better than it smells.

Can the sense of smell affect how we perceive taste?
Yes, the sense of smell greatly affects taste perception because flavor is a combination of taste and aroma.
However, some foods may have a disagreeable smell but still taste good to certain individuals, showing that
taste can sometimes outweigh smell.

Are there any health benefits to eating foods that taste better than they



smell?
Many foods that taste better than they smell, such as fermented foods like natto or certain cheeses, contain
beneficial probiotics and nutrients. Consuming these can promote gut health and provide essential vitamins,
despite their strong odors.

Additional Resources
1. The Paradox of Flavor: When Taste Outshines Aroma
This book explores the intriguing phenomenon where certain foods and dishes taste better than their smell
might suggest. Through scientific explanations and culinary examples, the author delves into the complex
relationship between taste and smell. Readers will learn why our senses sometimes send conflicting signals
and how chefs can use this knowledge to enhance dining experiences.

2. Bitter Sweet: The Surprising Science of Taste Without Smell
Focusing on cases where taste prevails despite weak or unpleasant aromas, this book combines neuroscience
and gastronomy. It examines how taste buds and olfactory senses interact, and what happens when smell is
diminished or misleading. The author provides fascinating case studies of foods and flavors that defy
expectations.

3. Flavor Mysteries: Why Some Foods Taste Better Than They Smell
This title delves into the mysteries behind flavor perception, highlighting foods that are notorious for their
unappealing smells but delightful tastes. The book offers insight into cultural differences in flavor
appreciation and the biology behind sensory processing. It is a captivating read for food enthusiasts and
science lovers alike.

4. Beyond Aroma: The Hidden Power of Taste
Challenging the common belief that aroma is king, this book emphasizes the importance of taste in our
overall flavor experience. It discusses how taste can sometimes dominate and even override negative
smells. The author interviews chefs, food scientists, and sensory experts to uncover the secrets behind this
sensory hierarchy.

5. The Taste Advantage: When Flavor Triumphs Over Smell
This book presents a collection of stories and scientific insights into why some foods have a taste profile that
surpasses their aroma. From exotic fruits to everyday vegetables, the author explains how taste receptors
work independently and in conjunction with smell. It also explores the impact of this phenomenon on food
marketing and culinary innovation.

6. Smell Deceived: The Foods That Taste Better Than They Smell
Exploring the sensory deception in food perception, this book highlights various foods that are often
underestimated due to their smell. It provides a sensory guide to appreciating taste beyond initial olfactory
impressions. The narrative combines personal anecdotes, scientific research, and practical tasting tips.



7. The Flavor Paradox: Understanding Taste Beyond Smell
This comprehensive book investigates the paradox where taste sensations can be more pleasurable than the
aromas accompanying them. The author breaks down the chemical and neurological processes involved in
flavor perception. Readers gain a deeper understanding of how taste buds and smell receptors collaborate
and sometimes conflict.

8. Unpleasant Nose, Pleasant Palate: Discovering Foods That Defy Smell
Highlighting a variety of foods with challenging odors but surprisingly enjoyable flavors, this book
encourages readers to look beyond smell. It explores cultural attitudes towards these foods and offers recipes
and tasting exercises to appreciate their unique taste profiles. The book serves as an invitation to expand
one’s culinary horizons.

9. Sensory Surprises: When Taste Outperforms Smell
Focusing on the sensory surprises that occur when taste outperforms smell, this book combines scientific
research with real-world examples. It offers insights for chefs, food producers, and consumers on how to
better appreciate and utilize this phenomenon. The engaging writing style makes complex sensory science
accessible and enjoyable.
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