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We taste things with our tongues. We can detect five basic tastes—four are very
familiar: sweet, sour, bitter and salty. The fifth is familiar in the East but is less well
known in Western cuisine. It is called Umami and is the taste of monosodium
glutamate*!, MSG. MSG is used widely in Eastern cooking and that is probably why
it is recognized as a separate taste sensation by those who are familiar with Eastern
cuisine. However, many common Western foods contain large amounts of MSG,
notably tomatoes and parmesan cheese.

There are lots of different molecules that trigger off each of the taste sensations.
Taste buds*2 that are receptors for salty taste react to many compounds besides
common table salt. Bitterness comes mostly from alkaloids. However, many
alkaloids are poisonous, which may explain our general aversion to bitter flavors.
Sourness comes from acids in our food. All acids provide a sour sensation, while
sweetness is from many other sources besides sugars.

There are many thousands of taste buds in the surface of the human tongue.
How these taste buds work and just what they respond to is still not fully understood.
Indeed, researchers argue about how many different types of sensor there are for each
taste.
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