
國際茶亭 August 2021
Tea & Tao Magazine

GLOBAL       EA HUT



Contents

09 Introduction 
         by Wu De (無的)

15 The History of
         Leaves in a Bowl
         by Wu De (無的)

33 The Simplest
         of Forms
         by Petr Novak

45 An Introduction to
         Japanese Chawan
         by Tyas Sosen

It is important to always return to nourish our 
roots, bolster our foundation and start again from 
the beginning. It is well worth traveling back to the 
start of simple tea without any brewing method, 
ideas or concepts and letting go of any goals we 
have in our practice. Welcome to part one of a two-
part deep dive into bowl tea!

33

Cloudstream

03 Tea of the Month
         “Cloudstream” 2021 Green Tea,
          Zhu Shan, Nantou, Taiwan

39 Zen & Tea
         Surrendering the  Impulse to Do
         by Wu De (無的) 

49 TeaWayfarer
         Matthew Barbour, Australia

15

雲水

45

© 2021 by Global Tea Hut
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval sys-
tem or transmitted in any form or by 
any means: electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or other-
wise, without prior written permis-
sion from the copyright owner.

recycled & recyclable

Soy ink

Traditions

Love is
changing the world

bowl by bowl

Tea & Tao Magazine
GLOBAL     EA HUT

碗中
傳統文章

09

真
理

Issue 115 / August 2021

雲
水

Features特稿文章

葉



Instead of dismissing any part as “already known,” we in-
stead examine it again. Often, each journey around a cycle 
of expanding and then returning to our roots, our founda-
tion, uncovers new relationships and gossamer connections 
we didn’t see on the first or previous pass. Of course, any 
path is a movement from the gross to the subtle, so as we 
advance we aren’t really progressing, but rather becoming 
more sensitive and aware of the subtleties within our prac-
tice—our tea, our brewing and even our experience drink-
ing the tea. For that reason, it is always worthwhile to come 
back to the foundation again, to start over, begin afresh and 
see the whole thing from a new perspective. In other words, 
advanced techniques are basic techniques mastered.

Sen no Rikyū expressed this when he suggested that tea 
was practiced “one to ten, ten to one.” We learn up to ten, 
only to return back to one—adding layers of sensitivity and 
subtlety each time. This issue is a return to simple leaves in 
a bowl, the easiest and one of the oldest brewing methods in 
the world. Join us for two months of foundation, of enjoy-
ing tea in its simplest form as we explore this simple practice 
from some new angles, learning a bit more each time we 
return to the topic! 

We are going to explore bowl tea  in two parts, as we did 
with aboriginal peoples this summer. The main reason for 
these two-part blocks is that many members in the world 
are receiving their magazines three months at a time due 
to shipping restrictions. To honor those of you who are pa-
tiently waiting to get your magazines, we thought we would 
continue this two-part series trend so that the reading ex-
perience will be fun for you! This month will be history 
and context and next month we’ll talk ceremony and the 
differences between bowl tea and gongfu tea.

I n August, everything is still hot here, and it seems 
this year heatwaves abound around the globe. At such 
times, we turn to the cooling power of green teas, like 
our Tea of the Month. There are also many young 

sheng puerh teas that are great representatives of the ele-
ment water and therefore good for disciplining fire. In Tai-
wan, it is very humid as well and nothing beats an old Liu 
Bao in terms of expelling dampness. You might also want 
to think about eating more raw veggies and cooling fruits 
like watermelon at this time of year (if it is hot where you 
are). Have you tried making sun tea? Some young sheng in 
a glass pitcher or jug put out in the sun from 11:00 am to 
1:00 pm is awesome. Depending on the tea, you may then 
want to strain out the tea leaves before refrigerating. Serve 
with some ice and you will be in for a refreshing treat. I like 
to use more cooling, slightly sour old-growth teas like Grace 
or Snowswept. Very few leaves are needed for teas like these, 
and they will not oversteep.

We want to thank all of you who have and may yet  sign 
up for the Seven Genres workshop. It was a lot of fun to 
create. We feel that the study of tea is important for three 
reasons: first, understanding the tea world helps us to nav-
igate, finding new teas, learning more about quality and 
then making good decisions when purchasing tea. Second, 
understanding tea’s history, heritage and processing helps us 
to develop a greater appreciation for the people who work 
so hard to make tea for us. Understanding tea enhances 
our gratitude for the only true “tea masters” in world: the 
farmers! We then have more respect for the tea in our cups, 
remembering how much hard work went into creating it. 
That leads to better brewing, more enjoyment and a greater 
sense of treasure for each tea. When we hold our cups with 
reverence, a tea practice changes our lives. Finally, learning 
more about the teas we love can inspire us to explore more. 
Each thing we learn opens up new worlds, new areas of 
discovery, and that is an invitation to travel to tea-growing 
regions or at least to travel through the cup.

There is a cyclical nature to the practice of tea and other 
internal arts. We tend to think of learning as a progressive 
process of gathering more, becoming more and knowing 
more. In such a system, we graduate from grades, get cer-
tificates and become experts. But internal arts are better 
though of in terms of growing relationships, the way a tree 
extends its roots and touches the fungi in the soil, gathers 
water and minerals and then expands its trunk so that it 
can branch and leaf to gather more sun—and it does all 
this in circles. We measure its life in rings. Going around 
and around in our practice and our study helps us keep 
the “Shoshin,” the “beginner’s mind,” which is a transla-
tion and understanding of the Sanskrit word for wisdom, 
“prajna”: “pra” means “before” and “jna” is “knowledge.”  

From the editor
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This month, it is worth reading the issue on leaves 
in a bowl from February 2017. Any of the Zen 
& Tea issues, which we publish as a tradition in 
February of every year, may also lead to some in-
teresting connections and insights with regard to 
bowl tea practice. There are great self-courses in 
those issues as well!

–Further Reading–

Wu De
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ver the course of this month, we are returning to 
the foundation, letting go of all we know about 
tea and letting tea be tea: leaves, water and heat. 

There is a great power in approaching tea as close as pos-
sible to a “natural” perspective—relating to tea as Nature 
regards all plants, free of all the concepts, humanmade 
culture and mindmade preferences and values. All of 
that is wonderful, of course, but it is nice to also prac-
tice letting go of better and worse, of history and lore, or 
processing and science and even of brewing method and 
just sitting with some leaves and presence and no mind 
in between. And we have a wonderful tea to do this with, 
which we call “Cloudstream.”

Cloudstream is an organic green tea from Zhu Shan 
in central Taiwan. It comes from a garden that is protect-
ed by Master Tsai Yizhe’s (蔡奕哲) Tea Mountain Pres-
ervation Society (茶山保育協會), which works together 
with farmers around Taiwan to create mutually beneficial 
connections between tea lovers like us and farmers. In ex-
change for stewarding the land sustainably in ecologically 
sound ways, the association agrees to buy the entire pro-
duction from the participating farm every year. This con-
nects tea lovers to the source of their tea and removes the 
financial strain from the farmers, allowing them to focus 
on stewarding the land and crafting fine tea. It is a win-
win situation and one we have been supporting since we 
had the honor to meet Master Tsai. We invite you to join 
us in supporting this most worthwhile of causes! (You can 
read more about this in the August 2019 issue.) 

A lot of traditional green tea was made from varietals 
suited for green tea processing. Processing methods and 
varietals are as entangled in one another as the environ-
ment/terroir is with the varietal. We can think of varietals 
as specimens, and even uproot them and look at them be-
hind glass, but a living tree is the way it is because of its 
environment—it grows into the distinct shape, form and 
even chemistry that it has due to the local soil, weather 
and more. Of course, we also have humanmade varietals, 
called “cultivars,” which are pressured for various reasons 

to become what they are. Still, even these cultivars will 
adapt once they are planted in a given place, meaning that 
there will be differences from farm to farm and even sea-
son to season as the weather changes. Similarly, we can 
think of the Seven Genres of tea (green, white, yellow, red, 
black, oolong and puerh) as processing methods distinct 
from trees and environment, but really they overlap in so 
many ways. Old processing methods evolved in relation to 
specific environments and varietals and were honed using 
only those local trees, so really when you step back and 
look at things from a broader viewpoint, it is difficult to 
say whether oolong is a varietal or a genre of processing. 
(We explore this topic in great depth in our Seven Genres 
workshop if you are interested.)

These questions are relevant to our Tea of the Month 
for a few reasons. First of all, as we mentioned, this whole 
issue is a return to our foundation of simple leaves in a 
bowl, which is geared toward letting go of all of our in-
tellectual understanding of tea and letting tea just be tea: 
leaves, heat and water. Seeing that our maps are not the 
same as the terrain is an important lesson to learn so we 
don’t get too emotionally invested in our maps and lim-
it our exploration or cause conflict with others who val-
ue different maps. Secondly, this green tea is made from 
varietals that are typically used for oolong. These vari-
etals are “oolong” if you include varietals into the Seven 
Genres instead of using processing method as the exclu-
sive way of separating the tea. This means that the tea isn’t 
made from all buds (dan ya, 單芽), but rather bud-and-
leaf sets much like oolong. Given this, the processing is 
also adapted. These days, the lightest oolongs really over-
lap with green tea even in processing. Larger leaves can 
offer more breadth, and the extra withering they require 
can offer more floral, fruity tones. So, Cloudstream is a 
genre-bridging tea. We won’t offer any description beyond 
this, since we hope to drink it in a bowl without much 
thought about what it is or why. Let it drift, if you want, 
like a stream of clouds—becoming whatever the moment 
makes of it. Roam cloud-free in the land of just-so...



Cloudstream (雲水)

Zhu Shan, Nantou, Taiwan

Green Tea

Taiwanese

~600–800 Meters

大
地
之
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茶
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

Over the course of this month, we will be drinking this simple green tea, 
Cloudstream. As this whole issue is devoted to leaves in a bowl tea, we will, of 
course, invite you to join us in returning to the simplest brewing method for a day, a 
week or even the whole two months! You can, of course, brew this tea gongfu and extract 
more and better cups, or even in a sidehandle pot and find some marvelous bowls as well. 
Of course, the choice is always yours. 

There is a lot in tea brewing that is beyond just the “tips” of how much leaf, what kind of 
water or heat to use. Our approaches to life and to tea will also influence how we prepare tea, and 
even how it tastes. First of all, there is the distinction between following steps or “brewing tips” and 
inherent skill. We all need to practice some steps, but hopefully so we can get to the place where the 
recipe becomes second-nature—a kind of muscle memory. When we no longer need to keep steps 
or tips in mind, we can really focus on this tea, this pour, and do so from the touch of the hand, the 
roll of the wrist and the lid between our fingers rather than through any conceptualization or intellec-
tualization of the process. In other words, we can become the steeping as opposed to practicing it step 
by step. In that way, the brewing becomes intuitive and directly connected to the very leaves before us 
in the concrete moment, not some idea of what this tea is in terms of its genre, where it comes from or 
any know-how we have collected in terms of brewing advice. 

There is a very real way in which the heart-mind influences the tea as much or more than the teaware 
or water. This can be experienced by switching brewers mid-session. The same tea, teaware and water—
the same recipe/brewing method even—and we get very different cups or bowls, just as we would hear a 
very different song if we gave two musicians the same sheet of music and instrument to play. The fact that 
the mind enters the tea is a powerful connection that breaks down the barriers between us and the world, 
the so-called “interior” and “exterior.” There are no English words that can capture the experience of 
making tea from the heart versus the mind—bridging the two the way the Chinese word for heart, “xin  
(心),” poignantly does. And there certainly is very little we can offer in terms of “brewing tips” for finding 
that space. The closest we can come to that is to offer the idea of respect or reverence as a starting point.

When we show up with respect for the uniqueness of each moment, for the tea and for each other, 
there is an element of heart that transcends the mind. It is beyond ideas of better or worse tea, right or 
wrong. In that space, there is no correct way to make tea and therefore no brewing tips. Everything is as 
it is, and there is a deep respect for what it is in and of itself, without any part of us asking it to be some-
thing else. This is akin to any moment in which we find true bliss in our lives. At such times, we don’t 
have the experience through any filters of the mind and we certainly aren’t picky when immersed in 
such a moment—there is nothing missing or overdone, no critical mind that wants things a bit hotter, 
sweeter or a bit less hot or sweet. There is just the experience and we are fully and joyously a part of 
it. And that is what can happen when we approach a bowl of tea with reverence: the ideas about the 
tea, the tea, the water and even the bowl all drop away and only this very moment remains, just as 
it is—unbroken by any interpretation or evaluation. As close as we can get in words and concepts, 
this captures the essence and function of bowl tea.

Leaves in a Bowl

Water: spring water or best bottled
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: lower heat, fish-eye, 85–90°C
Brewing Methods: leaves in a bowl 
(Join us for a week or month!)
Steeping: There really are no
parameters for how long to steep
Patience: 0–infinity (and beyond!)

Contemplate the relation-
ship between the heart-mind 
and the tea. Does your mood 
change a familiar tea? Does 
it just change the way you 
receive it or also the way 
it is prepared? What 
about emptiness?

Tea of  the Month
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T he journey of tea is not linear; 
it is not a progression through 
stages. There are no levels in 

Cha Dao—no higher or lower seats 
around the tea table. The beginning 
and ending are but points on a cir-
cle. And at that table, a tea master is 
not a beginner filled up with knowl-
edge, but one with a deeper and more 
open connection between hand, heart 
and tea, empowered by a skill born of 
repetitive practice. One of the constel-
lations in our tea sky, Sen no Rikyū, 
wrote a famous poem that is some-
times shortened in calligraphy scrolls 
hung in tea rooms: “One to ten, ten 
to one,” celebrating that the move-
ment up is followed by a return to the 
beginning, over and over again. The 
“ten” here represents “everything.” It is 
hard to describe what is different with 
each revolution from one to everything 
and then back again, but if anything, 
the change is more of a subtraction, 
a letting go, than it is an addition of 

anything. The signal path grows clearer 
and purer as distractions are surren-
dered, while the movements become 
more polished. As we grow, our form 
is cultivated and our sensitivity is 
honed to experience microdynamics of 
what was once gross to us, but noth-
ing is abandoned along the way. Like 
the journey of an artist from simple 
drawings to masterpieces, the whole is 
always there at every step of the way. 
The final painting contains the earliest 
sketches; it is just more refined. Thus, 
advanced techniques are naught but 
basic techniques mastered. 

Years ago, I learned one of the 
most powerful ways of brewing tea 
I’ve known, and my tea journey has 
never been the same. It is a brewing 
technique for beginners and masters 
alike. There are many convenient, 
simple and inexpensive ways to teach 
a beginner to brew tea, but many of 
them then need to be put aside as one 
progresses in skill and develops a pal-

ate. But I try to never teach anything 
that will later be abandoned. As I said, 
the end should contain the beginning 
in its entirety. I thought I would share 
this wonderful brewing technique with 
you as well, whether for the first time 
or as a pleasant review, and along with 
it explore some of the many ways that 
it is useful in a tea journey. There real-
ly isn’t much to it: you just put a few 
leaves of tea in a bowl and add hot wa-
ter. Bowl, leaves, heat and water... That 
is the essence of Cha Dao.

Even after decades of tea, many 
masters I respect still continue to drink 
tea in this way at least once or twice a 
week—a tradition I have carried on in 
my own way. There are many reasons 
why drinking tea in a bowl is so beau-
tiful, some of which I can introduce 
here; others are for you to discover on 
your own, while the very best insights 
are those that lie beyond the silent gate 
where words can never intrude: the 
gateless gate of no-mind mind. 

Introduction
茶人:  Wu De (無的) 

Leaves, Water & Heat

Bowl Tea
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One of the most important reasons 
to drink tea this way is to remember 
our humility. (I say “remember” be-
cause humility is not something we 
can cultivate—it is not something we 
increase, but rather our natural state 
when we let go of self-importance.) We 
drink bowl tea to reduce all the human 
parts of tea brewing to almost nothing. 
There are no or very few parameters: 
Simply adjust the amount of leaves 
and water temperature—or don’t and 
enjoy the tea however it turns out! In 
this way, we let go of all pretensions. 
There is no longer any quality in the 
tea brewing, no comparative mind—
no better or worse. A lot of skill and 
mastery often leads to snobbery. Then 
we miss the chance to connect with 
Nature, ourselves and each other 
through tea. In drinking bowl tea and 
minimizing the human role in tea, we 
can return to just leaves and water, 
where the true dialogue begins and 
ends—deserted silence...

The Sanskrit word for wisdom is 
“prajna,” derived from “pra,” which 
means “before,” and “jna,” which is 
“knowledge,” so wisdom is that which 
is literally “before knowledge.” In Zen, 
this is often translated as “beginner’s 
mind.” The beginner’s mind is the end, 
the wisdom, as much as it is the begin-
ning. A beginner’s mind is open, hum-
ble, curious and usually full of wonder. 
Such a mind is light and supple, easily 
changed and, ultimately, free. Such re-
ceptivity isn’t the starting point in tea 
but a constant companion throughout 
our journeys. The bowls aren’t empty, 
waiting to be filled, but rather mov-
ing through emptiness and fullness 
throughout their lifespans.

Putting a handful of leaves in a 
bowl and adding hot water is one of 
the oldest of tea brewing methods, 
dating back thousands and thousands 
of years. In antediluvian forests, pris-
tine in verdure, sages exchanged wis-
dom over such steaming bowls. They 

would find wild tea trees and process 
the tea on the spot, withering, roasting 
and drying it as they talked or sat in 
silent meditation. No doubt they also 
had pouches and jars of aged teas ly-
ing around for special occasions, when 
distant masters chanced to visit, when 
certain astrological and cosmological 
conjunctions happened making the 
time ideal for powerful tea and deeper 
meditation or even to celebrate season-
al changes… Using crystal mountain 
water, boiled simply over charcoal, they 
would cover the leaves in water and in 
energy from their Qigong and medi-
tation—passing not just tea and water 
to the traveler or student, but a part of 
themselves. Tea has always been a Dao 
because it goes beyond words and the 
concepts they engender, and there is a 
truer, more direct representation of a 
person’s wisdom in the tea they serve 
you. Bowl tea can cut through to the 
heart, bypassing the intellect on its way 
to the present moment.

Bowl Tea
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It is important that we don’t get 
caught up in all the pretension that 
can accumulate as we learn about tea. 
Unfortunately, some people become 
snobby about their tea and lose the 
ability to enjoy the tea without all 
the perfect accoutrements—expensive 
pots, kettles and jars. Over the cen-
turies, many types of tea ceremonies 
were criticized by monks and spiri-
tualists alike, since their practitioners 
lost the true spirit of tea over time and 
turned them into a chauvinistic ob-
session based on collecting expensive 
teaware and tea and showing off their 
wares or skills to others. One great tea 
master, Sen no Rikyū, tried to right 
this by incorporating local, simple pot-
tery and natural decorations in a sim-
ple aesthetic. Today also many people 
use tea to promote themselves and get 
lost in knowing more or having more 
than others. We use bowl tea to over-
come this: a formal ceremony rooted 
in simple rice bowl-shaped tea bowls, 

with naught but the simplest of leaves 
and surrounded in a spirit of humility, 
conducted with as few movements and 
guidelines as possible, distilling meth-
od into clarity.

By returning to the simplest of tea 
brewing parameters a few times a week, 
we can effectively wipe the slate clean. 
All of our affectation is gone. There are 
no better cups, jars or pots; no need 
to pour in certain directions or from 
certain heights, no better or worse—
just leaves in water. The discriminating 
mind can often ruin tea, analyzing and 
criticizing what should be enjoyed, 
embraced and absorbed into the body 
and spirit. There is a time for working 
towards bringing the best out of teas 
through skill, and a time for returning 
to softness when the human element 
and all of our posturing is put aside in 
favor of simplicity, which since ancient 
times has attracted people of spirit to 
tea. Tea is a reverence for the ordinary, 
not an escape from it.

I always suggest that beginners fol-
low this method for the first months 
that they are learning about tea, so 
that when they move on to studying 
all the different kinds of teaware and 
tea, skills and techniques, they do so 
from a strong and humble foundation, 
rooted deeply in tea’s essence. And re-
turning to that foundation each week, 
they never forget their home base in 
the “beginner’s mind,” free of all the 
ego that ruins more tea than any bad 
water ever could.

These days, a greater and more em-
pathetic dialogue between humanity 
and Nature is needed above all else. 
All of our personal and social problems 
stem, in essence, from the fact that we 
have ignored this conversation—a sub-
tle whisper still heard if you quiet the 
mind or walk in the forest where the 
noises of the city are far away and the 
river’s voice more audible. The outdoors 
slowly overcomes our mental noise 
and restores Nature talk to our hearts. 
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Over centuries, our analytic, rational 
mind has been developed to an ex-
traordinary degree, bringing with it 
wonderful advancements in technolo-
gy and science, like this very computer 
I now type on. But this exclusive focus 
on the rational mind has also meant the 
loss of another, more ancient kind of 
intelligence: the feeling of being a part of 
this world. This innate intelligence sees 
patterns instead of pieces, understands 
relationships instead of causes and also 
attunes to the unfolding dynamic of 
our world as opposed to watching it 
from a mindmade “outside.”

Lost in the rational voice that nar-
rates our lives, many people feel com-
pletely disassociated from each other, 
Nature and the world. An intelligence 
and wisdom born of a connection with 
Nature was self-evident to ancient peo-
ples, our ancestors. Through this con-
nection, they understood inarticulable 
aspects of Nature that are completely 
lost to us today—the names and ways 
of the constellations, the role of the 
seasons, rivers and mountains in our 
lives—the way a lifespan was measured 
in “winters,” for example—and all the 
communication between Spirit, ani-
mal and our nature that we no longer 
understand… We’ve lost the ability to 
read water signs, track the forest, fol-
low the animals, read the stars or smell 
the toxins versus healthy plants. And 
in our solipsism, ignoring Nature to 
explore our own desires and pursue our 
own satisfaction, we have polluted the 
Earth, and only now that the warning 
voice has reached a cataclysmic volume 
is humankind once again beginning 
to hear and understand what has been 
sacrificed in the name of technological 
development.

Obviously, our social problems 
aren’t about a lack of science or infor-
mation. We have so much information 
that huge computers can’t store it all, 
and you couldn’t learn even a fraction 
of it in a lifetime. Wisdom is what is 
needed. It isn’t new technology or in-
formation, but the proper application 
of the sciences and awakened, aware 
living that is the key to our prosperi-
ty, both personally and as a species. In 
other words, we need guidance to steer 
our research and the resulting techno-
logical innovation; we need wisdom. 
And that should supersede the deci-
sion to create more or bigger, newer 
versions of the same.

When you drink tea from a bowl, 
there is an even greater connection to 
the Nature within the leaves. Lighter 
brews often reveal the deepest qualities 
of a tea, connecting you to the sun, 
moon and mountain that all worked 
in conjunction to form these leaves. 
Another common tea scroll we con-
template is “True taste is only found in 
the light and simple (真味只是淡).” 
When you cover these simple leaves in 
clear, clean mountain spring water and 
surround your drinking with calm, the 
overall effect is powerful indeed. If you 
stop all other activity and focus on the 
bowl before you, the voice of Nature 
often returns, louder than ever before. 
You find yourself connected and com-
plete, a part of the process that began 
with a seedling gathering sun, water 
and mountain to it as it grew into a 
tree and sprouted a crown of glorious 
leaves that are now culminating in 
this very warmth and energy coursing 
through you as you drink… Nothing 
is missing from such a moment—no 
better or worse, no striving for some-
thing other than this. Bliss is written in 
steam across such moments.

Brewing tea simply in a bowl allows 
for a kind of clarity of the senses. Be-
tween sips, you can hold the bowl and 
close your eyes, allowing the warmth 
to flow through your arms, just as the 
inner warmth spreads through your 
chest. With all the room in the world, 
the leaves open up gloriously in the 
bowl and are a delight to behold. There 
is a sense of openness to the bowl and 
leaves that other brewing methods 
cannot compare to, connecting the tea 
more clearly to the room and the peo-
ple around it. 

When you drink tea this way, there 
is no question of quality or evalua-
tion of any kind. There is no need to 
record your impressions internally or 
communicate them externally. The tea 
is stripped down to its most basic ele-
ments: leaves, water and heat. In such 
a space, you are free to be yourself (or 
no-self ). Sharing such tea with others, 
you may find that the conversation 
naturally winds down, and you and 
your guests smile at each other one last 
time before drifting off into content-
ment, contemplation or meditation. 
There is a powerful and lasting con-
nection found through sitting together 
in calm joy, silently together in a space 
beyond all the words and ideas that 

usually distance us from one anoth-
er to the heartspace we all find unity 
within. 

This quietude is also paramount in 
living a healthy life in accord with the 
Dao, balancing stillness and activity 
and acting from depth and with mean-
ing when the time is right. After all, 
what is important cannot be expressed 
as well in words as it can in the direct 
transmission of something so intimate 
as liquor we ingest into our bodies, 
prepared by the hands of the master—
not I (I haven’t mastered anything yet), 
but the true master who lies enshroud-
ed behind your face.

The essence of a tea is beyond its 
flavor or aroma to the energy deep 
within the veins of the leaf, just as the 
essence of the tea ceremony is beyond 
the tea or teaware. Master Rikyū is said 
to have once told a student, “imag-
ine your life without tea. If it is any 
different than it is now, you have yet 
to truly understand Cha Dao.” If tea 
becomes pretentious and snobby, the 
essence is lost. Anyone can learn about 
tea, reading and traveling to tea-grow-
ing regions. It is the Dao that is the 
more powerful and lasting part of a 
tea session, not the tea. And actually, 
though it may sound paradoxical (or 
even downright zany-Zenny illogical), 
transcending the tea is the true tea. So, 
it’s either all about the tea or not at all, 
depending on how you look at it.

The tea bowl before you is a gate-
way to yourself, and beyond that to 
Nature and the flow of energy through 
this universe. And it is often easier to 
transcend the tea when the process is 
simpler and close to the essential Na-
ture that produced the tea in the first 
place.

In this issue, we will explore the his-
tory of bowl tea in general and leaves 
in a bowl specifically. In the next issue, 
we will discuss the ceremonialization 
of bowl tea and offer a guide to brew-
ing leaves in a bowl tea in a ceremonial 
way as well as a deeper discussion of 
the differences between bowl tea and 
gongfu tea. 

Bowl Tea
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B efore we set out to explore the 
history of bowl tea, we should 
maybe drink a bowl first in 

order to arrive, be present and clear-
headed... That real bowl in your hand 
is bowl tea, not these words. And when 
we empty the mind through prac-
tice, we are much more receptive to 
a discussion “about” bowl tea—a talk 
“about” practice. But don’t confuse the 
discussion of practice for practice itself 
or the ideas/concepts/words surround-
ing bowl tea for the actual bowl. In 
truth, the bowl has no history—peo-
ple do. In the hand, the bowl has no 
way of being, no manners, no culture, 
no opinions or values; it embodies no 
philosophy or system and espouses 
nothing; the bowl holds no verbal dis-
course, communicating only through 
direct present-moment being and our 
sensations. The bowl has no mind; it 
is “mushin (Chinese: wu xin, 無心).” 
Can you meet it there? Meeting the 
bowl is bowl tea practice, or as close as 
we can come in words… 

After some bowls of tea in silence, 
I like to begin a discussion by saying: 
“Perhaps now some of what I have to 

say will make sense!” And if you really 
did drink some tea before reading this, 
then maybe my written words will also 
resonate.

We can start our discussion by 
clearing up any confusion about bowl 
tea that you may have. One could per-
haps assume that because we love and 
promote bowl tea so enthusiastical-
ly, we somehow feel that it is a “great 
way” to make tea—or worse yet, one 
could misread our passion as an im-
plication that bowl tea is “better” than 
other brewing methods. Nothing could 
be further from the truth. When we pro-
mote bowl tea, we aren’t really promot-
ing bowls or tea per se, but rather the 
mind of no-mind that such a practice 
fosters. Bowl tea is about transcending 
personhood—all the mental concepts, 
ideas, words and culture surrounding 
tea and the world—in order to con-
nect to the Nature coursing within the 
water, heat and leaves and also to con-
sciously relate to the present moment 
through awareness empty of any view-
point. Even that says too much, for 
the ideas of “Nature” and “presence” 
also stand in the way of experiencing 

that which they signify. If anything, 
bowl tea is the worst possible way of 
making tea (or at least amongst the 
worst). Using almost any standard of 
quality—fragrance, aroma, mouthfeel, 
etc.—one could prepare any given tea 
in a better way. And that is the point: 
we are trying to bypass the part of the 
mind that evaluates, separating things 
into “better” and “worse,” and to just 
let the tea stand as it is—neither “too 
bitter,” “too hot” nor “too cool”—
without comparison or descriptive 
adjectives. Undoubtedly, any amount 
of technique or skill (gongfu) would 
prepare a better cup of tea. Even sim-
ple brewing advice surrounding water 
or the choice of a well-made cup or 
pot would result in better tea. (Any 
technique is technically better than no 
technique.) Depending on how you 
look at it, bowl tea is a transcendent 
surrendering of all technique, or it’s 
the worst way to make tea. Either way, 
drinking bowl tea is a type of drifting, 
roaming past knowledge and under-
standing to stroll through deserted 
silence, cloudwalk past freedom and 
take a seat in the meadow of just-so.

The History

茶人:  Wu De (無的) 

of
Leaves in a Bowl
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The more you gather experience 
and wisdom concerning brewing bet-
ter tea and develop the skill to prepare 
nicer tea, the more you will recognize 
that bowl tea cannot be approached 
this way. You cannot even compare the 
two (gongfu tea and bowl tea), since 
you would in essence be comparing the 
comparative mind to the mind with-
out comparison, which is, of course, 
absurd, since you’d have to use the 
comparative mind to do so. Every time 
the evaluatory mind of a skilled tea 
brewer starts judging quality in bowl 
tea, which does happen because it is 
habitual in us, he or she sees only that 
there is no proper vessel, no technique 
and “wrong” materials, “wrong” shape 
and “wrong, worse, wrong”… and 
then is forced to just surrender “right” 
and “wrong,” “better” and “worse,” 

and just accept the tea as it is. Breaking 
that habit of mind (to evaluate every-
thing and then assume the value is in 
the object instead of the mind) is a part 
of the “point” of bowl tea—a part of 
what makes bowl tea more than a way 
of making tea, but a means of self-cul-
tivation. (Remember, though, bowl tea 
only has a “point” on the page, not in 
practice.)

Simply put, bowl tea is simplic-
ity; it is tea with as little of the hu-
man involved as possible. Bowl tea is 
the worst way to make tea—so bad it 
stands outside the contest altogether. 
Bowl tea is about forgetting: forgetting 
what we know about the tea, what we 
know about tea brewing and what we 
know about ourselves as well. Bowl tea 
is just water, leaves and heat. And it 
isn’t even any of this if you actually fol-

low these words off the page and let go 
of all these ideas as well, washing them 
away in a real bowl of tea… 

Alas, this is an intellectual survey, 
an article meant to explore the history 
of bowl tea, so we are going to have 
to use some ideas, concepts and lots of 
words.... It may therefore be helpful to 
define what it is we mean when we talk 
about “leaves in a bowl” tea. 

Leaves in a bowl tea really is just a 
way of brewing tea that does not de-
cant out the tea liquor (cha tang, 茶
湯), but rather consumes the tea li-
quor with the leaves floating/steeping 
in it. The shape and size of the vessel 
used to do this has changed over time, 
but the spirit of simplicity has not, 
and the bowl remains the oldest way 
of drinking tea like this and therefore 
its essence.

In some Buddhist traditions, Buddha Nature is thought of as one light with many paths leading to it, often given form in 
statues or paintings. The Medicine Buddha represents holistic health and healing—not just of the body, but of the mind and 
spirit as well. Medicine Buddhas are often blue, depicting a legend in which he transformed himself into radiant blue light. 
Some scholars suggest this is connected to Shiva and could then symbolize the taking of the world’s poison into himself. The 
Medicine Buddha often places his right hand with the palm facing outward and pointing to the ground, often with a flower or 
herb growing from it (herbs often surround him in paintings). This suggests the healing energy of plant medicine all around 
us, which also grows from us, through us. In his lap, his left hand cradles a bowl filled with healing herbs. This bowl is endless, 
ever-full of medicine. Resonate?

Bowl Tea
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Now that we understand bowl tea 
as leaves in hot water, brewed 

without any technique, it becomes eas-
ier to trace its history. These days, not 
so many traditions of bowl tea are left in 
the world. However, it is worth noting 
that the vast majority of tea lovers who 
have lived on this earth drank tea from 
a bowl. The bowl is the oldest teaware 
on earth. (Lu Tong’s masterpiece poem 
has a section called “The Seven Bowls  
(七碗茶詩),” not the seven “cups.”) 
The bowl, the cauldron and the side-
handle pot all extend back into pre-
history, so old we cannot know which 
one came first through any record. But 
if you think about it, common sense 
says the bowl came first, since a caul-
dron and pot are useless if you don’t 
have anything to pour the tea into 
and drink from. Also, a bowl is emp-
ty, finding function in its space rather 
than its walls, which means it can be 
used for other things people do as well: 
drinking water, eating food, sharing 
rice or even for storing some herbs or 
food for later. The history of the bowl 
is the history of tea, which also extends 
into prehistory. And like all things tea, 
drinking tea from a bowl is related to 
everyday life and beverage consump-
tion, to plant medicine and to spiri-
tual cultivation and ritual, primarily, 
though not exclusively, through Bud-
dhism.

The bowl has powerful cosmolog-
ical and theological significance in 
Buddhism. For example, the begging 
bowl used in Buddhism to collect 
the alms of food that brings merit to 
lay-downers symbolizes the life of the 
monk or nun. This dynamic between 
lay producers and a religious commu-
nity that begs, freeing them to spend 
the day in self-cultivation, which re-
sults in wisdom they can share back 
with the lay community and in the 
spiritual currency of “merits” for the 
donors, was the material and religious 
foundation of Buddhist societies. The 
monks and nuns lived eating, drink-
ing and therefore sustaining their 
practice in orbit around the bowl. 
The bowl also connects a practitioner 
to the Buddha through many legends 
from his life. For example, after prac-
ticing ascetically, and near collapse,  

Sidhattha heard the lute teacher say to 
his student while floating by on a near-
by boat that the string mustn’t be too 
tight, lest it snap, nor too loose, creat-
ing an improper tone. At that point he 
committed to nourish himself enough 
and to go sit on his own beneath the 
Bodhi tree, following only his own 
heart. However, he was too weak to 
rise. Fortunately, a passing maiden of-
fered him a bowl of milk. This story 
highlights the merit and power of giv-
ing alms, amongst other lessons. Later, 
while he was sitting under the Bodhi 
tree, another passerby assumed he was 
a holy man and brought a golden bowl 
of rice to offer him. They say the Bud-
dha divided the rice into forty-nine 
portions to eat each day and tossed the 
golden bowl into the river, highlight-
ing that the soul of the bowl isn’t in its 
walls or material, but in the functional 
aspect of its ability to hold sustenance. 
As we say around here, “remember the 
soul, forget the bowl.” 

Using bowls to drink tea is deeply 
connected to Buddhism, and through 
the bowl, all tea is connected to Bud-
dhism as well. In fact, it was through 
the monastery that the mainstream 
world was introduced to tea, primar-
ily in the Tang Dynasty (618–907). 
The Buddhist monks and nuns grew 
tea themselves and were likely instru-
mental in its domestication. They also 
used ceremonial bowl tea as a central 
practice in mindfulness training. Since 
monks and nuns refrain from drinking 
alcohol, which is a precept of Bud-
dhism, the sharing of tea was also a hos-
pitality when laypeople, or even other 
monks and nuns, visited. Tea became 
a central part of the dialogue between 
teachers and students, lay or monastic, 
and eventually steeped its way into the 
teachings, which often centered on it 
or used tea as an educational tool to 
highlight key insights in Zen. 

Obviously, the tea itself contributes 
to a heightened, awake state suitable for 
meditation, especially in long stretch-
es. In fact, one of the mythical origin 
stories of tea holds that Bodhidhar-
ma, the founder of the Zen lineage in 
China and 28th direct student in line 
from the Buddha, was meditating for 
nine years and when he grew drowsy 

one night, he cursed his eyelids. In leo-
nine defiance, he tore them off and cast 
them aside. And they say that from his 
eyelids sprouted the first tea tree. 

Tea and Zen are one flavor. Even 
though tea has evolved from its cere-
monial and spiritual roots to become 
more of a beverage throughout the 
world, Buddhism has left an indelible 
mark on tea, as tea has on Buddhism. 
They are both forever changed by their 
long marriage, and the traces of Bud-
dhism in tea are evident, often just be-
neath the surface of every tea session, 
no matter how casual. The relationship 
between the two is worth exploring 
and leads to books worth of discovery 
well beyond the scope of this discus-
sion. Suffice it to say, the Buddhist in-
fluence on tea was in practice carried 
out almost exclusively through the 
bowl for symbolic, hands-on and even 
energetic reasons. And nowadays the 
traditions left using bowls in a mindful 
way are mostly Buddhist. 

The bowl is connected to the every-
day, which is also an important aspect 
of Zen. After all, the everyday mind is 
Zen, though Zen is not just the every-
day mind. But this is also where the 
history of bowl tea can, from one per-
spective, steer away from the influence 
of Buddhism to the everyday use of 
bowls to drink tea by simple, ordinary 
folk throughout history. If you look at 
Zen from a bird’s eye view, broader and 
more general and including the every-
day within its fold, then this aspect of 
simple folk going about their lives and 
drinking tea as medicine, beverage or 
both is also Zen in a way. However, one 
could also diverge at this point from 
bowl tea as spiritual practice, Buddhist 
or otherwise, to simple tea enjoyed by 
ordinary people for pleasure, for med-
icine, as a hospitality to guests or for 
any other mundane reason.

Bowls are plain old, simple, day-
to-day tools that are interwoven into 
the fabric of life, and the further back 
in time we go, the more universal was 
the bowl for eating, drinking tea and 
more. Even though there aren’t as 
many people drinking bowl tea any-
more, the signs of its vast and ancient 
history are everywhere, often hiding in 
plain sight.

BUDDHISM & BOWL TEA佛教和碗茶
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There really are endless tracks to 
trace the history of bowl tea, since 

all tea brewing methods ultimately 
lead back to bowls. But bowl tea is all 
about simplicity, so it is perhaps best to 
choose the most common thread, the 
way most people drank their leaves in 
a bowl throughout history, connecting 
to the ordinary everydayness of tea. 
And it may also help our understand-
ing to start at the present and then 
work our way back...

The gaiwan (蓋碗) we all know so 
well is naught but leaves in a bowl tea 
sitting right before us in plain view; it 
is really the product of leaves in a bowl 
tea, and tracing its history leads us 
right into the history of this brewing 
method. 

Nowadays, a lot of people use a gai-
wan as a brewing vessel, pouring wa-
ter over the leaves and then decanting 
from the gaiwan to a pitcher or directly 
to cups. However, this is a very mod-
ern adaptation that began in Taiwan in 
earnest some time in the 1980s. Using 
a gaiwan in this way really comes from 
teapots. In essence, decanting from a 
gaiwan is using a gaiwan like a teapot. 
Like all brewing methods, this one also 
didn’t come from nowhere. Using a 
gaiwan as a teapot was influenced by 
many factors, including creativity and 
exploration in Taiwan’s burgeoning tea 
culture in the 1980s, changes in the 
oolong industry towards lightly-oxi-
dized tea and also the influence of Jap-
anese tea brewing and wares—specifi-
cally, the shiboridashi and hohin, some 
of which were commissioned from 
China in the Meiji era (1868–1912). 
While there are many tea lovers who 
appreciate the method of using a gai-
wan to brew tea as a teapot, and many 
have specific and often very good rea-
sons for doing so, the history of the 
gaiwan is deeper and really much more 
connected to leaves in a bowl brewing 
than to gongfu tea.

A “gai (蓋) wan (碗)” is literally 
a “lidded bowl,” a bowl with a lid on 
top. Gaiwan, also known as a “zhong  
(盅),” date back to the late Ming Dy-

nasty (1368–1644). However, trac-
ing gaiwan back to this time is really 
just tracing them back to the point 
at which people started putting lids 
on their leaves in a bowl—back to 
the time when this “lidding” practice 
began to be popular, and the “bowl” 
began to be seen as a unit with the lid, 
and thus called a “lidded bowl,” a “gai-
wan.” When bowls actually were first 
lidded is anyone’s guess, but certainly 
before the practice became popular. 
It is important to note that not all 
bowls got lids. Not all bowls became 
“gaiwan,” in other words. Some just 
stayed as bowls. Tea lovers have always 
been fond of antiques, especially sim-
ple and rustic ones. The many, many 
bowls of the Tang and more especial-
ly Song (960–1279) dynasties that 
have survived to the present day also 
passed through the Ming and Qing 
(1644–1911) dynasties to get to here 
and now, and they were appreciated 
and used all throughout! From the 
Song Dynasty to the present, tea lovers 
have always enjoyed owning and using 
jianware bowls (jian zhan, 建盏, also 
called “tianmu, 天目” bowls; see the 
May 2018 issue of Global Tea Hut). 
We know a Taiwanese Chajin whose 
family has had an old Song Dynasty 
bowl for at least three generations, and 
each have drunk tea from it!

There are also legends that could 
trace leaves in a bowl tea back to the an-
cient Bashu (巴蜀人) people of Sich-
uan. For example, they say that a local 
female tea lover, daughter of Cui Ning  
(崔寧) who lived in Sichuan during 
the Jianzhong reign (建中, 780–783) 
of the Tang Dynasty, invented the sau-
cer for bowls. The story goes that she 
had burned her fingers while ironing, 
so she use hot wax to adhere her bowl 
to a wooden saucer that she could then 
use to drink tea while her hands were 
healing and sensitive. Some scholars 
suggest this is the beginning of drink-
ing leaves in a bowl. No doubt these 
people were also boiling tea and la-
dling it into bowls, but perhaps leaves 
in a bowl also slowly spread from the 

Bashu people to the surrounding areas, 
from this ancient tea place to other 
parts of China, gaining more populari-
ty in the Ming Dynasty when steeping 
whole leaf tea also rose to prominence, 
as we will discuss shortly. Whatever 
the case, there are bowls that were used 
to drink tea dating back to the Tang 
Dynasty, highlighting the ancient his-
tory of bowl tea. Like many things 
tea-related, following the history of 
leaves in a bowl tea back in time leads 
us past the historical record and into 
the field of legend, where we have to 
either surrender and state that bowl tea 
is “ancient,” or use our hearts and our 
practice to connect to the mythologi-
cal space. Isn’t that what mythology is 
truly for? Can we reach back through 
our own bowls and find the same bowl 
as ancient times—the one Cui Ning’s 
daughter held waxed to wood because 
she couldn’t stand a few days without 
her bowl tea?

Up until the 1980s, when a gaiwan 
started to be used as a brewing vessel, 
gaiwan were used to drink from. You 
put the leaves in a bowl and drank 
from it. This is bowl tea, plain and 
simple. And obviously, when it comes 
to the bowl (wan) and lid (gai), it is 
the bowl that comes first. (Though it is 
humorous to imagine some zany Zen 
coot walking around with a lid search-
ing for a bowl…) Original leaves in a 
bowl tea had no lid. The lid was popu-
larized some time in the Ming to cover 
the bowl. This allowed people to drink 
all the water and then cover the bowl 
to save the precious tea for later use. 
To this day, people often ask us how to 
preserve tea for a later session and the 
first advice we always offer is “cover it.” 
But the bowl on its own goes way back 
before the lid—back beyond any type 
teapot to whisking, boiling and leaves 
in a bowl. It has also continued to the 
present, obviously.

Sometimes we think of these brewing 
methods as consecutive chronological-
ly, i.e., first came boiling (Tang Dynas-
ty), then whisking (Song Dynasty) and 
finally steeping in the Ming Dynasty. 

HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT隱藏在眾人目光之下

Bowl Tea
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There is some truth to this chronology, 
but it is oversimplified. China is a vast 
place, rich in peoples and cultures with 
their own relationships to tea. Many of 
these methods therefore overlap and 
also influence one another, shaping 
one another. Speaking of these meth-
ods in a straight timeline with one be-
coming the next (boiling to whisking 
to steeping) really only applies to the 
nobles, literati and upper class, and 
even then only in a limited sense. 

As an example of this overlap, we 
might look to the first Ming emper-
or, Ming Taizu (1328–1398), who 
had a large influence on the history 
of tea. He came from a peasant farm-
ing family, was later a monk and then 
founded the Ming Dynasty, leading 
peasant revolts that arose due to fam-
ine, plagues, ecological disasters, eco-
nomic depression and other factors. 
His life was quite the story, and worth 
reading about. At the time, whisked 
tea was popular amongst the nobles 
and had even by the end of the Song 
Dynasty become common with ordi-

nary citizens as well. However, Ming 
Taizu had himself grown up drinking 
simple steeped tea amongst farmers 
and then also brewed tea that way as a 
monk. Coming from the peasant class, 
and facing so many serious problems 
throughout the kingdom, he made 
some of the largest and most unprece-
dented political and economic reforms 
in Chinese history, including to tea 
production and customs as well. Since 
the cakes that were produced from 
compressed tea leaves and then ground 
into powder required much more la-
bor and cost to produce, he eventually 
outlawed this production method. If 
steeping leaves was good enough for 
the emperor, it was good enough for 
everyone (or so he must have thought). 
And the fact that he had already been 
steeping tea shows that steeping tea is 
older than the Ming Dynasty, it just 
wasn’t as popular amongst the upper 
classes (who wrote all the books, leav-
ing behind all the records). He brought 
it with him, in other words. But from 
where and when?

How old the steeping of whole tea 
leaves actually is no one knows, but in 
certain regions it could date back quite 
far. It would seem obvious that hot 
water over raw leaves has to predate 
any complex processing, like steam-
ing, pan-firing, compression, grinding 
to powder, etc., and that it most like-
ly dates back to the dawn of tea con-
sumption. There is some evidence in 
Yunnan and Sichuan, though not con-
clusive, that points to this possibility. 
I would stake a bag of fine Cliff Tea 
that eating or chewing leaves, boiling 
them in a cauldron (and then sidehan-
dle pot) as well as drinking them plain 
in water (leaves in a bowl) are indeed 
the oldest ways of consuming tea. Of 
course, it wouldn’t be long before some 
tea would have been steeped in large 
vessels used to decant the tea liquor. 
But leaves in a bowl is simpler, easier 
and requires less teaware (or even no 
teaware if one uses one’s rice bowl), and 
so would have been an obvious ear-
ly way for hermits, monks, nuns and 
other rural peoples to drink their tea.  

Ming and early Qing Dynasty gaiwan were all very much 
bowl-shaped, and all used to drink tea leaves in a bowl. They 
were made from many materials, like the Yixing example 
shown top left and jade one above. Some had built-in stands, 
like the one directly above, replicating the separate stands 
common in Tang and Song Dynasty bowls, like the Tang 
Dynasty glass example above. The bottom right picture is a 
modern gaiwan that is still bowl-shaped and designed to be 
used to drink leaves in a bowl tea.
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(And speaking of parenthetical “rice 
bowls,” many of the earliest tea bowls 
are repurposed rice bowls, just as many 
of the oldest gongfu cups are repur-
posed wine cups. One bowl to eat and 
drink from seems profound...) This is 
just a suspicion, but I would think that 
putting leaves into a bowl is very an-
cient, as it would only make sense that 
amongst the very first ways of drink-
ing tea would be the simplest, adding 
leaves into water, and the bowl makes 
sense just because bowls are so old and 
so connected to the everyday lives of 
ancient peoples worldwide.

Though whisked tea and steeped 
tea overlapped for quite some time, 
which is evident in tea texts from the 
Ming Dynasty (see the April 2017 is-
sue of Global Tea Hut), tea connois-
seurs soon worked with ceramicists to 
create teapots to steep their tea, which 
of course heralded the renaming of the 
old ceramic town of Yixing as the “Tea-
pot Capital,” which became renowned 
for the quality its clay lent to steeped 
tea. However, ordinary folk continued 
to drink leaves in a bowl tea for the 
most part up until the modern day. Of 
course, the vessel changed over time, 
but the act of simply putting leaves in 
hot water remains popular to this day, 
especially when drinking green, white 
or yellow teas. Many people even ad-
mire the way the leaves dance in water, 
as we do in the bowl. Still, more and 
more modern Chinese are switching to 
gongfu brewing methods for reasons 
we will discuss later on in this article. 

There is evidence that the more 
fluted zhong, or gaiwan, didn’t really 
have a solid identity in three pieces 
(bowl, lid and saucer) until the Kangxi 

era (1654–1722) of the Qing Dynas-
ty. In the next issue (next month), we 
will talk about the ceremonialization 
of bowl tea, which is mostly a Bud-
dhist tradition, but lest you think that 
mundane tea was free of ritual, some 
of the aspects of using the zhong that 
were celebrated by authors during the 
Qing Dynasty were the aesthetics, the 
connection tea had with ethics and 
the etiquette involved. It was during 
the Qing Dynasty that tea drinking 
reached even greater heights of popu-
larity and moved further into the sec-
ular world with an increase in interna-
tional trade and the spread of teahouse 
culture throughout China. 

Teahouses began to dot every 
corner of the Qing Dynasty world. 
Teahouses date back much further, at 
least to the Tang Dynasty, but they 
spread like monsoon frogs in the Qing 
Dynasty. Teahouses were places for 
social gathering, philosophical discus-
sions, business deals, entertainment 
in the form of theater or musicians 
on stage, restaurants that often served 
snacks, places for the elderly to hang 
out all day and some were even dens of 
inequity—opium dens or social clubs 
where gangsters met to plot their ne-
farious deeds (brothels are still called 
“tea parlors” in Taiwan.) In the Qing 
Dynasty, tea etiquette and the customs 
surrounding the tea table started to 
become a national sentiment. People 
throughout the kingdom were enjoy-
ing tea every day. And almost all of 
that tea was leaves in bowl, and for 
many good reasons—more than we 
have the time to explore in all their 
detail, but we may perhaps mention a 
few prominent ones.

Serving leaves in a lidded bowl to 
patrons is more hygienic, preserved 
precious tea and was therefore more 
affordable for the common folk who 
gathered in teahouses. It also came with 
a propriety and etiquette that were ap-
preciated by a people so heavily influ-
enced by Neo-Confucian thought. Of 
course, the zhong also allows one to 
appreciate the leaves and to drink tea 
alone, using less each time and in a way 
that allows the tea lover to save the ses-
sion for a later time as well. People still 
drink tea leaves in a gaiwan in some 
places, like Sichuan, to this day.

The lid allowed tea to be saved for 
later, as we discussed earlier, but it was 
also discovered soon after that the lid 
could be used to keep the leaves away 
from one’s mouth while sipping tea. 
Then, starting in 1949 and culminat-
ing in the Cultural Revolution (文
化大革命, 1966–1976), which was 
a violent sociopolitical and cultural 
purge, the “old ways” of doing things 
were cast aside and more and more 
the gaiwan was replaced by a glass (or 
sometimes thermos/flask), which is 
still the vessel of choice for drinking 
leaves without decanting to this day. 
Tea scholar Lawrence Zhang coined 
the term “Grandpa Tea” for this style 
of brewing in a glass, alluding to the 
fact that the younger generations 
weren’t drinking tea this way anymore; 
they have, for the most part, switched 
to some variation of the Taiwanese- 
Yixing gongfu style. (One of four main 
families of gongfu tea—Chaozhou, 
Anxi and Shao An are the others. That 
story is, of course, for another time, 
another issue of Global Tea Hut.) So, 
first bowl, then lid and then glass...

日日心是禪
但是禪不僅是日日心

Bowl Tea
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Modern gaiwan do not resemble 
bowls used for drinking from. 

Much of the innovation in their shape, 
however, has come post-1980s when 
they began to be used like teapots for 
decanting tea. Teaware innovation fol-
lows use, and of course it should. As 
more people started using gaiwan this 
way, instead of drinking from them, 
the shapes began to change, resulting 
in the wide variety of gaiwan we see 
today, including many different ma-
terials (clay and glazes), profiles and 
decorative styles. One small example 
of such a shift having to do with using 
gaiwan in this new way has to do with 
heat. Originally, gaiwan were used to 
drink green tea leaves in a bowl, but 
in the 1980s when people started using 
them as teapots to decant tea, they also 
started putting other types of tea into 
the gaiwan, like oolong for example. 
However, many of these types of tea re-
quire hotter water temperatures to pre-
pare well and draw out their fragranc-
es. The porcelain that many gaiwan are 
made of was not really suitable for this, 
making it very easy to burn the fingers 
when using a gaiwan as a teapot. As a 
result, some gaiwan makers have tried 
using other materials that absorb more 
heat, flaring the rim of the bowl (wan) 
part of the gaiwan or even thinning 
it out, reducing the surface area and 
making it easier to hold when brewing 
teas that require hotter temperatures. 

Since lidding a bowl goes back at 
least to the seventeenth century, there 
have actually been many innovations 
over time, though more slowly than 
the burst of change beginning with 
the use of the gaiwan as a teapot in the 
1980s. Early gaiwan were very much 
bowl-shaped and often made of many 
types of clay, with a variety of glazing 
techniques as well. 

There is of course a type of dance 
between teaware and tea leaf happen-
ing throughout history, as the teaware 
evolves to suit the type of tea being 
produced; the ways of preparing tea 
and the teaware used also influence 
the methods of production and pro-
cessing. The more popular a brewing 
method is, the more it will influence 
the production of tea since the farmers 

who produce tea that responds well to 
that brewing style will succeed in the 
market and therefore be encouraged to 
further refine and improve that type of 
tea-making. If everyone is decanting 
from teapots, for example, the better 
a tea is suited to being brewed this 
way, the more people will like it and 
the farmer will succeed financially and 
be inspired to make tea whose liquor 
comes out of a pot even more fragrant 
and delicious. This also relates to the 
evolution of bowl tea, as it does to all 
tea.

The history of tea in China is real-
ly the history of green tea. For reasons 
well beyond our scope, green tea has 
always been the most popular tea in 
China. It represents spring, a nascent 
and fresh year’s beginning (in a lunar 
calendar); it is the Yang energy of the 
spring bud held in stasis for consump-
tion, be it poetic, spiritual or medici-
nal, as well as many other interesting 
significances. It was popularized due 
to its philosophical and cosmological 
meaning and also for its medicinal 
properties. Of course, it doesn’t hurt 
that green tea is fragrant and delicious 
as well. And depending on what you 
call “green tea,” its popularity really 
starts when the popularity of tea starts. 

One of the words used for appre-
ciating or evaluating tea in Chinese 
is the character “ping (品),” which is 
composed of three mouth radicals  
(口). Some say these refer to the mouth, 
the nose and the eyes—the three pri-
mary senses we use to appreciate tea 
(though all the senses are ultimately 
used since we can enjoy the sound of 
water boiling or wares clinking and 
also mouthfeel/texture is an import-
ant and putative way of appreciating 
and evaluating tea as well). Very early 
on in the popularity of steeping green 
tea (leaves in a bowl), the appearance 
of the leaves became a very important 
part of appreciating tea. Of course, ad-
miring the tea leaves has always been a 
part of enjoying tea, but when boiling 
or whisking the tea in previous eras, the 
appearance aspect of tea was relegated 
to the cakes that tea was compressed 
into. When leaves became predomi-
nant, their shape and color became not 

only central to the enjoyment of tea, 
but also a determinant characteristic of 
quality and value. As a result, most tea 
processing started to include shaping 
in production, which continues to this 
day. 

In fact, the only meaningful way 
that one could say that leaves in a 
bowl tea is “better” than any other tea 
brewing method is in the fact that it 
allows for a better appreciation of the 
wet leaves (you cannot see the leaves 
for as long or as well in a teapot). This 
especially applies to green, white and 
yellow teas, which are celebrated for 
their appearance and for the way they 
move in water, since they are often all-
bud (單芽). However, this only really 
applies to the simple, mundane bowl 
tea consumption and not to the Bud-
dhist-leaning intentional simplicity of 
renunciation, of the unadorned, which 
we will discuss later on in this article.

Since most tea lovers were drinking 
tea leaves in bowl, and since the ma-
jority of tea being consumed this way 
was green tea, which is often steeped 
using lower-temperature water, the 
bowls being used to drink leaves in a 
bowl tea primarily moved to porce-
lain as the most common material. Of 
course, porcelain was already popular 
and produced in large quantities and 
at various quality levels in terms of 
craftsmanship and the artistry paint-
ed on the outside. It is easy to fall in 
love with the art of porcelain in terms 
of the vessel and the decorations, but 
it also allows for a greater appreciation 
of the appearance of the leaves as one 
drinks tea. For these and other reasons, 
most bowls started to be made from 
porcelain and also started to be lidded 
for convenience. 

Though some connoisseurs favored 
teapots, especially Yixing, the lidded 
bowl was really the more common tea 
drinking method throughout China, 
and if you include the evolution into 
the glass after 1949, then this method 
remained the favored way of drinking 
tea until the end of the twentieth cen-
tury. 

The earliest teapots in the Ming 
Dynasty and before were large as well, 
and the tea was decanted into bowls. 

EVOLUTION OF THE BOWL碗的演變
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This style of brewing, which was very 
common at the time Europeans started 
trading with China, influenced West-
ern tea brewing styles. Over time, the 
bowls shrank to cups and pots got 
smaller (due to various practical, eco-
nomic and aesthetic reasons). Then 
teapots further evolved in southern 
China (Chaozhou, Fujian and Tai-
wan), resulting in “gongfu brewing” 
with small pots and cups. That tea, of 
course, sets off down another path that 
requires its own space to discuss. 

It should be remembered that the 
distinction between “connoisseurship” 
and “beverage” isn’t a hard line. Lid-
ded bowls were easier to use, since you 
simply add tea and then refill the bowl. 
This made leaves in a bowl an easy way 
to share tea with guests and for tea 
to be served at teahouses or theaters 
(sometimes those were one and the 
same) or other public gatherings. And 

while this type of tea vessel was chosen 
for ease of use and cost, that doesn’t 
mean innovations weren’t made to im-
prove the quality of the aroma or flavor 
of tea consumed in this way. Choosing 
porcelain was one such innovation due 
to the fact that one could admire the 
tea leaves, but also because porcelain is 
often better for appreciating the aroma 
of the tea. For that same reason, many 
lidded bowls started to be made slight-
ly taller and with straighter, less curved 
walls which, like a wine glass, flute the 
aroma of the tea (in water or just in the 
bowl after the liquor is drunk). This 
improved the appreciation of the tea 
and is why we see gaiwan getting tall-
er/more straight-walled over time. The 
other reasons for this is the explosion 
of tea varieties in the Qing Dynasty, 
and perhaps the influence of European 
designs and cups as well, which were 
straighter and taller.

As other teas like oolong and even-
tually red tea were developed in the 
Qing Dynasty, the saucer was added to 
the bottom of the gaiwan since hotter 
water would be added to the bowl. The 
idea for the saucer most likely came 
from the lacquer saucers that were 
popular in the Tang and Song dynas-
ties. Whatever its origins, it became 
popular for some people to hold the 
saucer instead of the bowl, using the 
lid to steer the leaves away from the 
mouth while sipping one’s tea. 

Of course, there are endless other 
details in the history of bowl tea worth 
discussing and we could go on and on, 
unpacking any of the topics we rushed 
through to get here, but that is always 
the summarizing author’s dilemma: 
choosing what to discuss, what to re-
duce and what to leave out. (And sure-
ly too much is left out.) I want to note 
that all of the innovations and chang-

Bowl Tea



During the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911), the lidded bowl really took off and was 
used everywhere throughout China. At that time, there were still some made of 
other clays, like the Yixing gaiwan on the opposite page, but most were made of 
porcelain, which allowed for a better appreciation of the appearance and fragrance 
of the leaves. It was also popular because it was cheap to make and easy to decorate 
in any number of ways, including with crushed coral, as in the orange examples 
above and opposite. The shapes also varied, some staying true to bowl form while 
others were fluted. The gold-gilded gaiwan above are from the late Qing and Ear-
ly Republic (1911–1949) eras, demonstrating that most people were still drinking 
leaves in a bowl up to and even well into the Communist era (post-1949) when the 
practice fell out of fashion and people switched to using glasses, thermoses or flasks.
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es discussed above are just popular 
trends. Culture is never such a simple 
line of evolution, as we discussed with 
regards to brewing methods (boiling/
whisking/steeping). In truth the dif-
ferent types of bowls—lidded or not, 
porcelain, rounder or more fluted—all 
overlapped and were often produced in 
variety and used by different tea lov-
ers in different ways. It is impossible 
to know, let alone discuss, all the in-
fluences, motivations, twists and turns 
of the innovation and evolution of any 
teaware or brewing method. I can only 
focus on trends and highlight them to 
the reader’s eye. However, there have 
always been, and hopefully always will 
be, exceptions, outliers and weirdos 
marching to their own drums! 

Due to the limitations of space, 
I have focused on the evolution of 
bowls into lidded bowls and then into 
glasses. I did this because this was the 

mainstream evolution, the strongest 
trend. But we shouldn’t forget that 
there are certainly other tracks of evo-
lution leaves in a bowl brewing took. 
Of course, we could also follow the 
bowl to Korea or Japan, and we would 
be deeply rewarded for doing so; and, 
ultimately, such a journey would bring 
us back to Taiwan, and through Taiwan 
to China—highlighting the dynamic 
cultural exchange between Japan and 
Taiwan/China that is often ignored or 
thought of as one-way (i.e., from Chi-
na to Japan) and neglects the Japanese 
influence on all Chinese tea brewing, 
which is not slight. Perhaps I will write 
about this in the future...

One lesser-known trajectory that is 
a product of leaves in a bowl tea and 
still can be found in some places in 
Taiwan and China is to increase the 
size of the bowl to around double of 
the bowls we use, add leaves and then 

use a ladle to scoop out the liquor from 
around the leaves, pouring from the la-
dle to smaller bowls (or even cups these 
days). Alongside this rare brewing and 
other outliers, and parallel to the evo-
lution of lidded bowls (gaiwan), there 
are also plenty of people who contin-
ued to just put leaves in a bowl. As I 
mentioned, many old-timers in Tai-
wan have a jianware bowl around for 
doing so. Of course, Buddhist and oth-
er spiritually inclined people have also 
kept bowls without lids.

Before we wrap up this survey of 
bowl tea’s history, I want to use this 
brief discussion of innovation in bowl 
teaware as a launching point for a dis-
cussion on simplicity since it is very 
relevant to why leaves in a bowl tea 
has survived to the modern day, both 
in terms of everyday “leaves in a glass” 
or in the mindfulness practices we sub-
scribe to.
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There are two types of simplici-
ty: an everyday simplicity and a 

spiritual one. Another way of look-
ing at these two types of simplicity is 
to say intentional and unintentional.  
This topic aligns also with “poverty,” 
since it too was a core aspect of the 
teachings of many sages, including Je-
sus and the Buddha. Clearly, when a 
sage is recommending poverty or sim-
plicity as a useful aspect of self-cultiva-
tion, she is not referring to the absence 
of money. Sadly, most of the world’s 
people have always lived in poverty 
and continue to do so. If being poor 
was a spiritual practice in and of itself, 
the world would have been enlight-
ened long ago and rich people would 
have used this as an excuse to withhold 
from the poor, suggesting “it’s good for 
you, leading to spiritual insight” with 
a wicked grin. (Maybe some did do 
that?) Anyway, there is a difference be-
tween the poverty of necessity and the 
simplicity of a monk or nun, which ba-
sically comes down to choice: one has 
chosen poverty and the other hasn’t.

The simplicity that lies at the heart 
of Buddhism, as an example, is a con-
scious and intentional renunciation 
of worldly desire, not an absence of 
money; it is an internal state and has 
nothing to do with outer circumstanc-
es, though the two can align. Poverty 
from a spiritual perspective is about 
humility and open-hearted love for 
freedom from possessions. A poor per-
son, on the other hand, may be thus 
exclusively due to outer circumstances. 
They could be forced into poverty by 
personal tragedy, social circumstanc-
es, injustice or for many, many other 
reasons. And such a person should 
have the right to equal opportunity 
and thereby to transcend that poverty 
if they choose to. Of course, some of 
what one person or group calls “poor” 
is relatively “rich” from another per-
spective, especially when we add the 
complexity of looking back at peo-
ples of past ages. Sometimes the cho-

sen, spiritual simplicity and the more 
worldly poverty overlap and we find 
very happy, wise and content people 
living simple lives that others may call 
“poor.” (And you could also find some-
one simple inside while living in rich 
circumstances.) This issue is, of course, 
a complex and nuanced one that leads 
down tangents that take us away from 
our subject matter, but understanding 
the difference is important to the his-
tory of bowl tea. The important point 
is that the simplicity one finds in pov-
erty will improve if and when it can 
afford to do so, whereas the simplicity 
chosen as an aesthetic or as an aspect of 
spiritual practice will not.

Many of the people who drank 
tea in simple bowls, lidded or other-
wise, did so because it was easy and af-
fordable. If you include using glasses/
flasks, this method remained the most 
popular way to make tea right up until 
the modern day when an increase in 
affluence allowed more people to have 
more leisure time to learn tea brewing 
and the resources to buy teaware. The 
popularity of certain types of gongfu- 
style brewing has also led to a huge 
boom in such teaware, including many 
more affordable options. But that shift 
is very, very recent. From the popular-
ization of steeped whole tea leaves in 
the Ming Dynasty to the end of the 
twentieth century, most people did 
not decant tea liquor from a vessel, 
but rather consumed the liquor with 
the leaves in it. And most of them 
did so because it was more affordable 
and easy; it fit the lifestyle of the ordi-
nary folk. The ordinary person would 
love to have something that improves 
their tea so long as it doesn’t cost too 
much more or inconvenience them 
too much. As we discussed, this is one 
reason why gaiwan switched to por-
celain back in the day and eventually 
changed shape to improve one’s ability 
to appreciate aroma. Similarly, the in-
creased availability of modern gongfu- 
style teaware at very affordable prices 

plays a large role in why most people 
have switched to gongfu-style brewing: 
it makes better tea. And if a person can 
make more enjoyable tea within the 
same budget, he or she will be happy 
to do so. Of course, there are other 
reasons why practices spread, includ-
ing free time, teachers offering courses 
in those brewing methods, popularity 
and many other reasons as well. But 
economics play a part in almost all hu-
man action as well, especially on large 
scales.

But that brings us to the monks, 
nuns, hermits and other spiritual 
seekers who are intentionally and pur-
posefully cultivating simplicity and 
renunciation of worldly desires. For 
them simplicity isn’t a matter of cir-
cumstance. They are choosing it. They 
are unlikely to opt for an improvement 
at any cost, preferring the simple way 
things have always been done. 

If we come full circle in this long 
article and return to the beginning 
where I discussed bowl tea as a way of 
setting down the part of our mind that 
habitually evaluates objects, experienc-
es and even people, we can perhaps 
look at this idea afresh having traveled 
through some of the history of tea. If 
you are drinking tea in part out of de-
sire to cultivate presence and to empty 
the mind, then any teaware that makes 
tea “better” doesn’t apply. The one 
who is renouncing things intentionally 
chooses the simplest garb, food, house 
and teaware; she revels in the irregu-
larities of an old and worthless bowl, 
chooses an abandoned door as a table, 
uses a cracked vase for flowers and a 
bucket as a waste-water container… 

A lover of simplicity doesn’t discard 
the bowl for the new and improved 
bowl, but rather fixes the old cracked 
one and enjoys it all the more. Monks, 
nuns and other spiritually minded 
people are the ones who have pre-
served leaves in a bowl tea to this day, 
passing on a love for simplicity and for 
tea without the mind or its quality. 

SIMPLICITY簡樸
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Many whom we know still drink their 
leaves in a bowl tea from handed-down, 
cracked and often misfired or cast-
aside tianmu bowls. My first session of 
leaves in a bowl tea was had in a similar 
setting. (Perhaps I will write about my 
personal introduction to, training in, 
study and practice and innovation of 
bowl tea in a future issue.)

There are many areas of simplicity 
and of bowl tea that work well in a life 
of Zen meditation and self-cultivation. 
No doubt we have discussed many in 
past issues (we have a tradition of pub-
lishing a Zen & Tea issue every Febru-
ary, for example) and will continue to 
do so in the future, but one more as-
pect of intentionally and purposefully 
surrendering the desire to do anything, 
think anything or evaluate anything is 
worth exploring fleetingly. 

As I also briefly mentioned in the 
beginning of this article, we don’t just 
have a habit of evaluating our experi-
ences, we also have a habit of assuming 
that the values we declare are in the ob-
ject/person/situation as opposed to in 
our minds. This assumption, like a lot 
of our unconsciousness, is even built 
into our language. We say “durian is 
disgusting!” as though the disgusting-
ness is a quality of the durian. If that 
were the case, everyone would find du-
rian disgusting, whereas in truth many 
love it. Even if all humans agree some-
thing has a certain value doesn’t make 
it so from an absolute perspective. 
Dung beetles love dung and all kinds 
of insects love garbage and other things 
all humans would find disgusting. 

Practicing a freedom from any eval-
uation doesn’t make us into pincush-
ions or zombies; it teaches us equanim-
ity: the ability to stay balanced through 
the vicissitudes of life, the ups and 
downs of any being’s experience. In 
part, it helps us to achieve this by free-
ing us of heavy preferences and views, 
which ultimately foreclose on flexi-
bility and adaptability—key tools for 
living balanced and harmonious lives. 
Also, concomitantly, the equanimity 
we practice through bowl tea allows us 
to contact reality directly, and just-so, 
without the filters of the mind stand-
ing between us and an intimacy with 
Nature, others and ourselves. The map 
is not the terrain and the concepts 
we create to describe our world aren’t 
the world (unless you include human 
thought in the world).

There is also an internal simplicity, 
a poverty of views, ideas or other men-
tal constructs. The more entrenched 
we get in our views, the less sustainable 
they are. This is because we become 
less flexible and therefore less suitable 
to more situations. By definition, a 
view has a limited number of harmo-
nies, accepting or agreeing with situ-
ations. Viewlessness or emptiness, on 
the other hand, has infinite harmonies; 
it can harmonize with whatever hap-
pens. A view could be an assumption 
about how the world works, a value or 
even our memories, which we often al-
low to distort the present through the 
presupposition that this is the “same” 
as before. We write stories about who 
people are based on their pasts, charac-
terizing them in a way that takes away 
their freedom to change. (A freedom 
we wouldn’t want taken from our-
selves!) We fail to see the uniqueness 
of this moment. Letting go of all that 
is true simplicity. And that is a bowl of 
leaves, water and heat drunk without 
all the “tea” or “people” hoopla...

It is interesting that the intention-
al simplicity of the Zen practitioner 
has in some ways found its way into a 
kind of vogue amongst many people, 
causing some simple things to be as 
or more valuable than fancy versions. 
Simple, old Yixing pots are a good ex-
ample of this, as are Japanese tetsubins. 
I think perhaps this is because there is a 
part of all of us that knows deep down 
that the spiritual, austere aesthetic is 
purer and more refined in a strangely 
natural way—it leads to the beauty of 
Nature. In Japanese, this aesthetic of 
austere, unadorned, simple and subtle 
is called “shibusa (渋さ),” and it reso-
nates with the soul. When we enter an 
empty, rustic yet clean space, or hold 
an old, worn and simple bowl, some-
thing in us changes. Something “shibui 
(渋い)”—the adjective of “shibusa”—
has a beauty that is softer and subtler 
and therefore invites us to quiet our 
minds to meet it. Simpler tea brewing 
does the same. It teaches us to see the 
beauty of the natural world, the world 
coursing through the leaves, water and 
heat in our bowl tea. And that is why 
bowl tea survives to this day, and most 
likely always will. It is simpler; not bet-
ter, maybe worse, but certainly more 
shibui.

Bowl Tea





Join us as we nourish the roots and bolster the foundation for a week of leaves in a 
bowl tea. You can follow a ceremonial method if you like, or just put some leaves in 
a bowl and let go of all method. A part of why we do this is to renew the “beginner’s 

mind (Shoshin, 初心; Chinese Chuxin).” The bowl is simple and unadorned. The leaves 
are left as they are, without any concepts, ideas or values attached. The water is clear 
and without shape and the heat obeys no boundaries. Everything is just-so. You could 
say that leaves in a bowl tea is the transcendence of evaluation (pingcha, 品茶). There is 
no need to think or be anything, to dress or think a certain way. There is no high or low, 
no bitter or sweet, no too cold or too hot—no “toos” at all. Everything is just-so. We are 
sitting to forget (zuo wang, 坐忘), letting go of technique and skill and remembering that 
all quality is mindmade, all value is relative. Nature courses through these leaves, water 
and heat directly. The bowl needs no interpretation. It speaks its own language, always 
in the present tense. Join us for a week of leaves in a bowl tea, a week of tealess tea. And 
may peace reign over this and all kingdoms...

一週A Week of 

August 22–28
茶碗史Leaves in a

Bowl 
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B efore I invite you to my stu-
dio to see my process of mak-
ing bowls, please allow me 

to share a story with you. It was an 
eye-opening experience that changed 
my perspective on creating tea bowls. 
As with most life-altering events, a true 
understanding and embodiment of 
the insight takes time to digest. Even 
though it happened in Korea more 
than a decade ago, the story is still alive 
in me now. Mungyeong is a town in the 
mountain range that lies at the heart 
of the Korean peninsula. Lying on the 
ancient path from South to North, it 
played many roles during history. The 
one that is important for my story is 
the ceramic tradition. This is the place 
from which many Korean potters move 
or were moved to Japan. In the six-
teenth century, during the greatest Jap-
anese invasion, the emperor Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi ordered his soldiers to bring 
back craftsmen and artists. Hideyoshi 
coveted their skills and technologies in 
order to enrich Japanese culture and 
boost the economy. Many famous tea 
bowls that you can see now in Japa-
nese museums were therefore made by 

Korean potters. All tea lovers should 
be familiar with Tanaka Chōjirō, the 
potter who worked with Sen no Rikyū 
to create tea bowls, the Chōjirō who 
received the family name “Raku” 
from Hideyoshi, by which his style of 
ceramics is known around the world 
to this day. Chōjirō came from Korea, 
from the central mountains where my 
story takes place. But let’s go back to 
Mungyeong, present day…

At the time of my visit, there were 
more than thirty ceramic studios in the 
area and all of them are very proud of 
the history and traditions they follow. 
There is a school of ceramics, teaware 
galleries and shops all around the area. 
With a group of potters from around 
the world, I was invited to join the an-
nual Mungyeong Chasabal (teabowl) 
Festival. Spending ten days with local 
potters, exploring how they work and 
live, fire their kilns and prepare their 
clays afforded me more than ten years’ 
worth of working and learning expe-
rience. I had always admired the spe-
cial flavor of Korean ceramics from a 
distance, but nothing can compare to 
firsthand experience.

One of the main lessons to learn 
was hidden in the new, modern ceram-
ic museum. The museum was built to 
celebrate and proudly show the history 
and the old ceramic pieces from the 
area. I was walking through the qui-
et museum, shelf after shelf of beau-
tiful objects from the past centuries 
surrounding me, leading back to the 
start of it all. In the middle, I found a 
larger vitrine with old rice bowls. They 
were so soft and simple… And these 
few pieces are why the museum was 
built! They are also why ten thousand 
people visit the Chasabal (Tea Bowl) 
Festival every year. These are the pieces 
that every single potter in the area is 
trying to replicate. They looked almost 
the same as the ones made now. I won-
dered what made them different. What 
is this all about? As I looked more in-
tently, I saw that even behind glass, 
they were glowing and able to touch 
my heart. They were so simple that 
there was nothing to talk about: just a 
rice bowl, nothing special, the simplest 
of forms, yet glowing and living with 
a real vibrancy that captivated me for 
years to come.

The Simplest

茶人:  Petr Novak 
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I left the museum puzzled. Head-
ing back to the crowded festival streets, 
I started looking at all the artistic tea-
pots, bowls and cups with new eyes. 
Where is that softness, that inner 
glow? How is it that in something so 
simple, I can feel the essence, while 
some more skilled pieces feel beautiful, 
yet empty, like a shell? Is it possible for 
a modern potter like me, with a car, 
cell phone and a comfortable life to 
replicate the beauty of those sixteenth 
century rice bowls? How am I going 
to find that magic in my own work? 
Since that museum visit, my ceramic 
journey changed and the way I looked 
at teaware shifted dramatically. With 
humble yet persistent optimism, I do 

believe that creating pieces with life 
inside them is possible. As Soetsu Yan-
agi implied in the “must-read” book 
Unknown Craftsmen, this is the chal-
lenge that modern creators are facing, 
a difficult yet worthwhile journey. As a 
teaware artist, I fortunately have Tea to 
help me grow on that journey and the 
Tea traditions to stay rooted.

Creating Under 
the Influence of Tea

These days, it is easier than ever be-
fore to learn about different crafts and 
see various techniques from all the pos-

sible fields, and it is no different in the 
pottery realm. Secrets that were hidden 
behind the doors of craft family homes 
or guilds are now shared freely and 
easy to download with a few clicks. 
And so, sharing here my step-by-step 
process makes sense. Photographs by 
the talented Raneta Kulakova, taken in 
my studio, are provided here to show 
you how I work throwing tea bowls. 
In the article itself, I would like to talk 
more about how Tea and my own tea 
practice have influenced these bowls.

I was in love with tea in its various 
forms before I knew anything about 
clay, and years before I decided to ded-
icate my life to ceramics and actual-
ly adopt pottery as my full-time job. 

Bowl Tea
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From early on, most of the pieces I 
was making were teaware, usually very 
much influenced by the teas I was in-
terested in and by the way I was mak-
ing tea for myself at the time. My ce-
ramic skills were developing along the 
way with my relationship to Tea and 
tea culture. And even though the tea 
bowls were always part of my body of 
work, they tended to be either small-
er bowls (“bups”) used with gaiwan or 
shiboridashi, or bigger, straight-walled 
tea bowls, like those used for matcha 
preparation. So, I have been making 
tea bowls for about fifteen years. How-
ever, seven or eight years ago, I met 
Wu De and participated in a bowl tea 
ceremony. And then things changed… 

Suddenly there was a form filled with 
spirit. The same spirit that I was look-
ing for in my craft since that trip to 
Korea was here alive and growing. 

The main shift that acknowledging 
and practicing bowl tea ceremony has 
brought to me and my craft is a switch 
from tea preparation to serving tea. I 
began to strive to fill my bowls with 
Tea spirit. But understanding the idea 
is not the same as embodying it, living 
it. So how to make tea bowls that are 
going to serve tea? How to change from 
making tea bowls to making ceremoni-
al tea bowls?

In one of my early talks with Wu 
De, I remember discussing what a good 
bowl should look like. You’ve prob-

ably heard the same points: The foot 
should be high and deep enough so 
your hand won’t get burned, the bowl 
should be open enough so the leaves 
can swirl but not so wide that the tea 
spills, its body shouldn’t get too hot 
when filled with hot water… The list 
goes on, and all those marks were very 
helpful to understand the physics and 
get the design right. Like all teaware, 
the form of the bowl should serve 
the function of the brewing method. 
I made my first sets of bowls for our 
dear Miaoli tea Center, Tea Sage Hut. 
Amazingly, years later, on another 
visit, I noticed that those first bowls 
were amongst the best I’ve ever made. 
This seemed odd to me. They glowed.  
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Noticing that, I began looking for a 
deeper understanding of why. The an-
swer to that question slowly dawned 
on me later on. It is one of those subtle 
understandings that is so difficult to 
put into words… 

The answer came with the regular, 
consistent practice of bowl tea ceremo-
nies. I passed from the regular practice 
of drinking leaves in a bowl alone to a 
regular serving tea to others. I was slow-
ly cultivating my relationship to Tea as 
medicine, while, at the same time, I 
was daily getting feedback about my 
own work literally from my own fin-

gers and lips. (And that process contin-
ues.) While I am much more confident 
on my journey, I know for sure that the 
waters are much deeper. But slowly, I 
understood why those early bowls at 
the Center glowed and why the Kore-
an rice bowls did as well…

Let me end with an idea that grows 
from the story I shared with you and 
is the insight I have been alluding to 
throughout this article. When a potter 
creates a tea bowl, it can only be filled 
with half its tea spirit. The rest comes 
from the hands and hearts that use the 
piece. The inner glow I saw in those 

rice bowls, and that I saw in the early 
pieces I made for Tea Sage Hut, is giv-
en not only during the creation of the 
piece, but grows in its daily usage as 
well. The five-centuries-old rice bowls 
were softened to an unbelievable, vi-
brant beauty by use and care. Lots of 
tea ceremonies make a bowl glow. Now 
it is on us to give our presence to the 
fresh new bowls we are holding; the 
journey for them has just started…

Bowl Tea
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T he monastery gate was a rick-
ety affair, though the medita-
tion hall was clean, open and 

spacious. Two evenings a week, the hall 
was open to the lay community, who 
could join the monks in their medita-
tion sit. The old abbot always stood at 
the gate to greet the villagers as they 
came, regarding them as new friends 
every time. One spring evening, he 
stood with his attendant and waited 
calmly for the punctual townsfolk who 
knew to be very early to these sits. 
As they approached, the old master 
politely called out: “Greetings, friend. 
Have you been to our evening sits 
before?”
“No, master, this is my first time,” re-
plied the villager.
“Welcome!” said the abbot. “Please 
have a bowl of tea.” He gestured to the 
entryway where a young monk was 
calmly serving tea.

“Greetings, friend. Have you been to 
our evening sits before?” he then re-
peated to the next guest.
“Yes, master, I come twice a week to 
every sit. I have for years.”
“Welcome!” said the abbot. “Please 
have a bowl of tea.” And he once again 
gestured to the entryway.

After these two guests, who had 
arrived very early indeed, there were 
no more guests for now, though more 
would surely arrive shortly. In the in-
terval, the confused attendant took the 
opportunity to ask his master about 
these greetings: “Master, if I may… 
Why is it that when the first guest said 
he had never been here before and the 
second said she had, you replied to 
both with the same answer of ‘have a 
bowl of tea’?”
“Attendant?”
“Yes, master?”
“Have a bowl of tea.”

It is of fundamental importance 
for progress in Tea and Zen that we 
realize one very important truth: Tea 
and Zen are useless! Tea is a waste of 
time. It is good for nothing. Tea and 
Zen are not practiced in a spirit of 
more—in order to get better or be-
come more. If anything, Tea and Zen 
are practiced to be less, to let go. Tea 
and Zen aren’t something you can put 
on, add to yourself or increase yourself 
through. They decrease density. Tea 
and Zen are not something you can 
learn from a teacher or book; they are 
here and now in your very heart. They 
cannot be used for any egoic ends. Us-
ing meditation to further your selfish 
goals and agendas by bringing more 
force to your schemes or more satis-
faction to your achievements is not 
the Buddha’s way. Meditation is not a 
means to more energy or power over 
the world; it is not an egoic channel.  

Surrender

茶人:  Wu De (無的) 

the
Impulse to Do

We are starting a new series of articles on Zen & Tea and thought this would be the perfect issue to begin. 
We plan to insert little tidbits of wisdom into issues periodically throughout the year, adding a bit more 
Zen spice than the whole issue we usually offer in February. There is a lot to talk about when it comes 
to Zen and Tea, and also nothing to say at the same time... Let us know what you think about this new 
series and if there is an area of Zen or of Tea you would like us to discuss more deeply. You are also free 
to submit your own articles for this section.
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Tea is not a way of utilizing time. It 
is the opposite: a fool’s errand, a waste 
of time, a lost cause, wasted labor, a 
“red herring” and any other phrase this 
hectic world abhors. Nothing is ac-
complished in either of these practic-
es—and I do mean nothing! Meditat-
ing or making tea to be a better version 
of yourself means you have forgotten 
the face of the Buddha. Neither Tea 
nor Zen will work in this way. They 
are both the antithesis of productivity. 
And if you fail to understand this, you 
won’t practice properly, which means 
the practice won’t work as well.

Spiritual cultivation does not fol-
low conventional wisdom. You cannot 
force it open with hard work. Pressure 
to achieve something pushes progress 
further away. It is a very powerful and 
important truth that Zen and Tea 
work in a very different way than your 
ordinary, worldly aims. In the world, 
you set your sights on some goal to 
achieve and then work hard to realize 
it. You save to buy the thing you want, 
work hard and learn new skills to get 
a promotion or exercise and train to 
achieve an athletic goal. All of that is 
fine; it’s just that wisdom and peace do 
not work this way. If what you seek is 
here and now, you cannot achieve it in 
the future. Trying to achieve it in the 

future is like those funny signs outside 
bars that say: “Free beer tomorrow.” 
There never is any free beer because 
there never is any tomorrow. If what 
you seek is inside you, it cannot be 
“over there,” which is why we cannot 
separate ourselves from our teachers 
by making them holy “roshis.” Goals, 
expectations and hard work to force 
achievements are just another way of 
separating yourself from that which 
you seek. This is a hard shift to make, 
because we have grown up in a world 
that doesn’t like letting things happen 
on their own, in their own time. It 
teaches us to buy, buy, buy, add, add, 
add and work, work, work… It teaches 
us to constantly strive to become other 
than we are: buy more, be more, be-
come more, seek more… more, more, 
more. But Zen and Tea are about less, 
less and less (and more less). They 
move in the opposite direction, and so 
will you have to if you are to succeed.

This paradox is subtle, but essen-
tial: the more you make efforts to make 
progress in Zen and Tea, the less progress 
you make. The more you let go, the more 
true progress you make.

There are two reasons that this un-
derstanding is fundamental. The first 
is that the goal-oriented mind itself is 
inimical to both Zen and Tea, and the 

second is that the practice itself shifts 
your understanding of many things, 
including time, which shifts your re-
lationship to goals and the efficien-
cy-oriented mind. Like many aspects 
of spiritual cultivation, this is a vortex 
that feeds itself—a cycle that gains 
momentum—so that the more you 
practice without any goals or expec-
tations, the more you develop insight, 
which then shifts your relationship to 
time and goals, which then facilitates 
a deeper practice without goals, and 
so on… It is worth putting a kettle on 
and further exploring both facets of 
this, as these are contrary to our con-
ventional thinking and often our day-
to-day lives in a world that encourages 
and rewards efficiency, productivity 
and achieving goals.

 

Presence
One of the first principles we en-

counter when we begin exploring 
spiritual literature, practice and even 
in our own hearts as we practice Za-
zen and Tea is the idea of presence. 
In fact, for many of us, the pain that 
results from not living in accordance 
with this truth is probably a big part 
of what got us here in the first place. 

Zen & Tea
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We live in a world that has become a 
rat race, where the journey is always 
sacrificed into the fiery volcano god of 
“progress.” We are always rushing, rac-
ing to become, to gather, to learn and 
all for the sake of something else that is 
“over there.” When we achieve a goal, 
the goal line moves and another goal 
appears off in the distance, restarting 
the whole hamster wheel again. 

It is amazing how quickly a luxury 
becomes a necessity. Look how quickly 
we came to take running water or elec-
tricity for granted, even though many 
people do not have these. When I lived 
in India, the power was constantly go-
ing out, reminding me how precious 
electricity is to many people. These 
luxuries very quickly become some-
thing that the absence of brings us 
suffering, though their presence brings 
us no joy. In other words, having them 
doesn’t make us happy, but when they 
are missing, we are upset. And this is 
just as true of water or electricity as 
it is for the thing you consider to be 
über-luxurious, like a very expensive 
car or even a private plane. Once you 
start living with a private plane, you 
get used to it and start taking it for 
granted. Having it does not bring you 
happiness, though when it is unavail-
able or under repair you are upset. 

We are trained from very early on 
to do things for rewards. We study not 
for joy, but for grades. We are given 
treats for our work. And at the outset 
of any endeavor, we ask “What’s the 
point?” We want to know what we will 
get out of it before we invest. Every-
thing is economic, even our spirituali-
ty. It is a bargain, and teachers sell their 
wares: “Come one and come all, step 
on down, this magical meditation will 
give you more peace, more energy and 
more focus so you can be more suc-
cessful!” The teacher in the booth next 
door goes one step further: “My med-
itation will not only make you more 
successful, it will give you enlighten-
ment!” Wow! Enlightenment! And all 
for four easy payments of $399!?!? 

The crowds are cheering over 
there… I sit at the run-down booth 
at the end of the road, elbows up and 
chin in my hands looking bored. The 
old sign above me reads: “Uselessness!” 
But who wants any of that? Haven’t 
sold one cup all day! This tea really 
is pathetic… If only they knew how 
powerful a bowl of “as you already are” 
would be!

You may think I am joking when 
I say Zen and Tea are fundamental-
ly useless, but I am not. I absolutely 
mean this. And, what’s more, I am 

further stating that if you do not ful-
ly understand that Zen and Tea are 
useless, you will be misled and travel 
away from Tea and Zen. I am saying 
that recognizing this fact and adapting 
your practice accordingly are prerequi-
sites to getting anywhere at all in these 
practices. That seems crazy, and maybe 
it is, but let’s fill another kettle and talk 
about it some more…

Not Here, But There
Throughout our journey through 

a world of consumerism, in which we 
are constantly outwardly focused and 
the advertisements are so powerful and 
loud that they drown out the heart, we 
develop a mental habit of projecting 
satisfaction into the future. The under-
lying structure of our thoughts is that 
now is unsatisfactory, but “once I get 
X, I will be happy.” This is a disease, 
and the Buddha said that this “craving” 
was the ultimate source of all suffering. 
In fact, this was his first-ever teaching, 
which goes to show that this problem 
has been around a long time… 

The problem with this habit is that 
the mental pattern is itself stronger 
than any outside phenomena, than 
any situation we may find ourselves in.  
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This means that whenever we do 
achieve that X-factor that we thought 
was the condition for happiness, this 
habit again kicks in and prevents us 
from really enjoying our achievement, 
once again projecting contentment 
into the future. No matter what num-
ber of things we possess, how rich 
we become or what goals we achieve, 
each place we arrive at is always here 
and now, and each situation has a new 
horizon to strive for. We have become 
addicted to striving, as individuals 
and as a society. The old Zen master 
clucks his tongue, waves his finger and 
reminds us that “the wise don’t strive 
to arrive.”

A thousand-thousand times, I have 
come to you over and over again and 
said to you: “My dear, that which you 
seek is not outside of you.” And by “I,” 
I don’t mean Wu De—I mean the “I” 
at the start of all your sentences; I am 
talking about your highest self. Your 
true self has been calling out to you 
throughout this life, but all the noise 
and desperate striving has rendered 
the soft voice of the heart inaudible. 
She rests way down in the depths be-
neath all the flotsam of desires, com-
mercial jingles and social conditioning 
to achieve this or that, singing to you 
that what you seek is here-now. She 
sings that you are precious, just as you 
are. And the old master harmonizes to 
her song in the background, chanting: 
“No being fails to cover the ground on 
which it stands.” All are complete and 
wholly themselves as they are, without 
the need to add a drop! 

In the Dao De Jing (道德經), the 
old man says that the more we gather, 
the more we have to lose. If you gath-
er one dollar or one million, then you 
will lose one or one million dollars in 
this life or death. If you learn to speak 
one or seven languages, you will for-
get one or seven languages in this life 
or death. The same is true of spiritual 
“achievements,” the guruship, “holy” 
brightness will fade and flicker out in 
this life or death, as will any state of 
mind, peaceful or otherwise. And as 
the light was fading from the lord of 
all gurus, the Buddha himself, and the 
monks were worried about what to do, 
his very last words on this Earth were: 
“Be a lamp onto yourself!”

You cannot contain enlightenment. 
You cannot hold peace. There is no 
power that you can inhale and hold. It 

all must pass on. As you practice Zen 
and Tea, you see that the “not here, 
but there” mind is itself the problem. 
It is our constant projection of con-
tentment onto the future that not only 
prevents us from being present, but 
also prevents us from actually enjoying 
our achievements when they do arrive. 
It also causes us to scheme for certain 
results and fail to utilize our challeng-
es in life. As long as we have a mind 
motived by “not this, that,” the present 
moment will never be enough. And 
this applies as much to our craving for 
material possessions or experiences as 
it does to so-called “spiritual achieve-
ments” like peace or wisdom, for ex-
ample.

It should come as no surprise that 
beginners in Zen and Tea, unaware of 
this strong underlying conditioning in 
their minds, will bring this attitude to 
their self-cultivation. We are trained 
by our society and economy to quickly 
discard what we get and move on to the 
next thing. The whole economy of the 
modern world is driven by the fuel of 
dissatisfaction. That may seem strange, 
but wisdom is often unconvention-
al... What I mean is that if there was 
a product or experience that brought 
lasting satisfaction and contentment 
to humans, everyone would buy that 
product and then cease spending, es-
sentially bringing the whole econo-
my to a standstill. However, because 
no product, experience or travel can 
bring satisfaction, we continue to seek 
the next product, experience or book 
another trip to get “over there.” And 
this mind isn’t just outward; it is in-
ward-facing too: we make goals to pass 
a test, then smile a minute and move 
on to the next goal of college, a job, 
a mate, children and so on, never re-
ally satisfied by what our mind says 
is the “goal.” This ingrained habit is 
powerful, and so when we start prac-
ticing Zen and Tea, we bring it with 
us. We show up with ambition, apply-
ing the same formula to our practice: 
“I am not good enough now, but after 
lots of Zen and Tea, I will be better.” 
Which is just another “not here, but 
there” mind. After reading a book, 
studying sutras or doing more medi-
tation, I will be “more spiritual” and 
therefore more peaceful or happy. And, 
of course, teachers cash in on this, sell-
ing progressive programs, retreats and 
seminars that promise these spiritual 

achievements… “Enlightenment” and 
“Satori” are openly traded on the stock 
market.

Ambition throws us into the fu-
ture—literally projecting our energies 
away into the void (an imaginary fu-
ture). In throwing ourselves away, we 
are often left feeling empty, which 
quickly gives way to anger and frus-
tration. Ambitious people also only 
see their goals, often ignoring the peo-
ple around them—or worse, pushing 
them out of the way—which means 
they rarely attract the energy needed 
to be successful. And even if they do 
force their way to their goals through 
sheer power, they reach success only to 
find they have no one to enjoy it with, 
having burned so many bridges along 
the way. This leaves bitterness and re-
gret. This is the extreme example, but 
we all face this to some degree when 
we throw ourselves away by empower-
ing the ego’s ambition. I could write a 
book about my stupidity in pursuing 
the creation of a meditation Center, 
well-intentioned and for the good 
of others as it may be. I let this goal 
make a fool of me, at the expense of 
my health, practice and relationships.

The ego always seeks the straight 
line, quick and efficient road to suc-
cess, and is distrustful of the slow, un-
folding, zig-zag process that is Nature’s 
way. The ego (individual or collective) 
seeks to bend, conquer and subject the 
Dao, flooding its arena and making a 
swamp of stagnation. This encroach-
ment on Nature is obvious in the 
world, but we are also served by a look 
inward to find where we are violating 
the Dao’s arena, and not allowing Na-
ture’s power to flow, within ourselves. 
Flooding the Dao’s arena with fear, 
doubt and anxiety and then striving 
to find our own solutions prevents the 
Way from unfolding and often steps on 
others’ space and freedom to find their 
Way as well. It is one of the primary 
responsibilities of the practitioner of 
Zen and Tea to keep the arena of the 
Dao, the heart-mind, open and free, 
especially of inferior influences. That is 
where practice lives...
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T he tea ceremony is a micro-
cosm of Japanese culture. 
When I first began learning 

the Japanese tea ceremony, my aim 
was to get a deeper insight into what 
Japanese culture really was, and to my 
surprise, it far exceeded my expecta-
tion. More than simple training in 
becoming skilled at making a beauti-
fully minute froth on a bowl of mat-
cha, continuous practice provided me 
with an opportunity to learn about 
all aspects of Japanese culture, rang-
ing from traditional craftsmanship to 
literature and calligraphy, and even 
to aspects such as garden design and 
architecture. The tea ceremony encap-
sulates all aspects of traditional life 
in Japan. And as a practice, it pro-
vides the learner with an opportunity 
to regain access to valuable ways and 
wisdom that our forebears discovered. 
Even today, I continue to discover new 
insights about this tradition and the 
culture surrounding it.

Something seemingly as simple as 
whisking a bowl of tea requires a lot of 
preparation and thought. And that is 
reflected in the utensils that are chosen 
by the host for each individual occa-
sion. Some objects set the theme for 
the occasion by calling to mind a trait 
of the season ahead or through refer-
encing an ancient poem or text. To do 
so, it is necessary for the host to have 
a sound understanding of the classics 
and to understand the natural cycles of 
Nature.

During a tea gathering, most of the 
already limited conversation revolves 
around the utensils, especially the 
bowl. The stories attached to them are 
of vital importance because these piec-
es of information set the narrative for 
the occasion. In this respect, the host 
of a tea gathering is the storyteller, and 
the utensils are his table of contents for 
the story he will use to guide a success-
ful plot towards the conclusion of the 
gathering.

But it isn’t only the names of the 
implements that are important. His-
torical context such as the previous 
owner of the item or the origin of the 
piece are also a valid cue for the narra-
tor to discuss and spin a story from—
to relate to the plot she is creating. And 
in the tradition of Japanese tea ceremo-
ny, a lot of attention is given to this 
kind of pedigree. The further an object 
can be traced back in time, the more 
prestige it enjoys. This doesn’t however 
have to be limited to a physical trait 
per se. The item itself doesn’t necessar-
ily have to date back from times long 
past. A contemporary object can be 
just as valuable to the practitioner if 
he in thought can relate it back to an 
event or entity in the past.

This may seem somewhat abstract. 
The most common way we can explain 
this is by pointing towards the many 
copies of famous tea implements that 
have existed in the past and are current-
ly being reproduced for adepts to use. 

Japanese
Chawan

茶人:  Tyas Sosen 

Introduction
to
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These copies provide an opportunity to 
regain access to items that were favored 
by the earliest tea masters alive and to 
study the reasons why these masters 
collected them. Through them we can 
cultivate an aesthetic appreciation of 
beauty and strengthen our connection 
with the perceptiveness and creativity 
of persons who have been praised for 
their artistic sense for centuries.

Of all the utensils that are used 
during the tea ceremony, it is perhaps 
the tea bowl that enjoys the most at-
tention. The tea bowl is the most vi-
tal utensil of the tea ceremony, as it 
is used to drink the tea. Without the 
tea bowl, it is physically impossible to 
present your guests with a sip of tea. It 
is the centerpiece of the gathering, and 
as the host skillfully whisks or blends 
the tea inside it, all eyes are fixated on 
this vessel.

Because it carries such great im-
portance to the ritual, tea bowls need 
to be carefully selected. And in rela-
tion to the space in use, the host may 
have a different preference for the 

bowl she chooses. In general, in nar-
rower, darker rooms a less outspoken, 
darker-colored bowl with a rough-
er surface is preferred. And in larger, 
brighter rooms the host may bring 
out a more playful and colorful piece. 
Darker rooms are often used for more 
intimate, formal gatherings such as 
the ones for koicha—thick tea. On the 
other hand, usucha—thin tea—is more 
often served in a more relaxed setting. 
Hence the choice of bowl. A more 
calm and suppressed expression on the 
tea bowl works aesthetically well in this 
case, but such a combination immedi-
ately raises the tension and formality 
of the gathering. In this way, we can 
indicate the possibility of communica-
tion without using words, but simply 
by choosing a setting and the utensils. 
The tone of the occasion is set through 
the choice of implements, and in our 
human psyche we seem to resonate 
with an atmosphere that is created 
through the choices the host makes for 
that occasion, especially when chosen 
with care.

In the Enshu school, one of the 
warrior-style schools of tea ceremony, 
the choice of tea bowl for each occa-
sion is very specific, but perhaps not 
as specific as the rules regarding the 
same that are observed in the Ura-sen-
ke school of tea ceremony. The Enshu 
school prefers lighter-colored, glossier 
bowls with smooth surfaces for thin 
tea. Kobori Enshu, the founder of the 
school, played a major role in guiding 
upstarting kilns throughout Japan in 
firing suitable teaware for the tea cer-
emony. His preference is captured and 
preserved by many of these traditional 
pottery kilns, and even nowadays prac-
titioners of the Enshu style favor the 
wares produced by national kilns such 
as Zeze, Shitoro, Kosobe, Agano, Aka-
hata, Takatori, etc.

Although these wares are consid-
ered “kuni-yaki” or domestic wares, 
the styles of the tea bowls made are of-
ten inspired by old Korean ceremonial 
ware. Kobori Enshu initially favored 
Korean wares for use in his tea gather-
ings, and thus when he commissioned 
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tea bowls to be made at kilns in Japan, 
many of the motifs on ancient Korean 
bowls were recreated. Some examples 
are Hakeme, characterized by a brush 
stroke of white or lightly colored glaze 
around the in- and/or outside of a 
bowl, often made with dark clay; Soba, 
a wide flanged bowl; Ido, the famous 
bowls in which offerings to the gods 
were traditionally presented; and Kyo-
gen-bakama, with house crest motifs 
around the body of the bowl in resem-
blance to the divided skirts of tradi-
tional Kyogen actors, among others.

In the Senke tradition, the phrase 
“ichi-raku, ni-hagi, san-karatsu” is used 
to instruct practitioners of the style in 
the bowls they are required to choose 
according to formality. “Raku” bowls 
are often more roughly shaped as op-
posed to the ones made on a potter’s 
wheel. They are built up by hand and 
then fired in a coal fire that reaches a 
much lower temperature than a proper 
climbing kiln. This results in a rough-
er surface with an irregular shape, 
but the earthenware is much softer 

than any other ceramic and certainly 
more than porcelain. Raku in this case 
would be used for the most formal of 
thick tea occasions. Hagi ware is con-
sidered second in line and with this 
the prestigious Ido bowls and similar 
Korean-style wares are most common. 
While in the Enshu style, Raku is not 
commonly used, these types span the 
crown for use in formal thick tea gath-
erings. The lowest category including 
Karatsu ware are the more vividly col-
ored, rather perfectly shaped and often 
even decorated with gold and colorful 
painted motifs. These bowls are con-
sidered more casual and serve their 
purpose in informal gatherings of thin 
tea.

Choosing a bowl is subject to the 
aesthetic preference of the buyer. But as 
an adept of the Japanese tea ceremony, 
factors such as pedigree, the formality 
of the style of bowl and the history and 
story behind it also play a decisive role 
in selecting the right vessel for the oc-
casion. Besides the guidelines accord-
ing to which it has become accepted 

to choose a bowl, the most important 
lesson we can learn from this is that a 
bowl should not only be selected for its 
appeal as an individual piece, but that 
sufficient consideration must be given 
to how it will match the other uten-
sils used during the service, what effect 
it will have on the atmosphere of the 
setting we have chosen and how it will 
interact with the guests whom we are 
intending to serve.



groups and getting positive feedback. What I started to realize 
is that I wasn’t attached to the feedback and that by doing this 
for people, I was nourishing myself. Tea is my soul food. 

Next came a very special ceremony for me: my first one for 
kids. They were around three to five years old and there were 
fifteen of them! I was so excited for the ceremony, but unsure 
of the outcome, especially with so many of them being at such 
a young age. I had such a strong engagement with the kids 
the entire time. They had an amazing reverence for the whole 
experience and even laughed at my jokes. They also loved the 
tea, which I thought was very cool. I served elevation and the 
ceremony was finished with cheers of “I LOVE RED TEA!” 
from the kids. My wife took such beautiful photos capturing 
the moments perfectly. My heart was buzzing. 

Along with my daily practice, I now do monthly ceremonies 
around Perth, bringing some calm and tranquility to whoever 
wants to come along. This practice has brought space for my 
wife and me to have some beautiful conversations that other-
wise may not have happened. It has also given us time to reflect 
on the challenges of parenting that strengthens us as a team. 

I am just at the beginning of my tea journey and have al-
ready received so much. It’s my dream to one day finally make 
it to Taiwan for a retreat. Until then, I’ll be drinking tea in the 
Perth hills with my tea family here. Much love to Global Tea 
Hut and tea drinkers of the past, present and future.

I am very honored to be a part of this publication, which 
brings so much joy and knowledge to so many. As a spiri-
tual seeker I often get lost in the imaginary world of con-

cepts on my spiritual path. Tea is my remedy. The way of Tea 
has given me a very clear and simple language, often beyond 
words, to aid me on my path and to communicate to others in 
a way that doesn’t exclude anyone.

Years ago, I remember having a desire to take people out 
into beautiful natural settings so they could experience some 
inner peace and connection. I didn’t want this to be some sort 
of ego trip or to be seen as some kind of Dharma teacher, for 
which I am heavily underqualified. I wanted it to be a humble 
sharing endeavor but was challenged by this as my primary fo-
cus was on reaching and connecting with people rather than 
offering them a spiritual tool. So, I put the idea aside. Some 
time later, I started becoming more dedicated in my own med-
itation practice. Due to having a young family and running a 
business, I was often too tired by the end of the day to sustain 
my practice.

And that is where my tea journey begins. Intuition and 
chance intervened, and I found Tea to be a great ally for med-
itation. As I found higher quality tea, it not only gave me pro-
longed focus but allowed me to go deeper into meditation at 
a faster rate. I began to develop a reverence and love for tea. 
I wanted to learn better brewing methods and try all the tea 
genres, alongside experiencing its energetic properties. Then 
one day while I was at work, I had an epiphany. I want to learn 
Tea Ceremony! This is how I get people out to Nature and create 
the experience for them that I was looking for. I can even do it for 
kids! And it’s not about me. It’s all about the tea.

I searched everywhere for how to learn tea ceremony. I 
wanted authenticity, respect and to connect with the true spirit 
of Tea. With COVID-19 happening and no prospect of travel, 
I was unsure how I was going to make this happen. Finally, I 
came across Global Tea Hut. I decided to do the online Intro 
course and was not quite prepared for what happened next. 
After the first lesson, I was blown away. Everything I loved was 
here in one place. The practice had more depth than I could 
ever have imagined, the ceremony and Way of Tea were steeped 
deeply in Zen and Daoism. Wu De was hilarious, embodied 
and had so much knowledge. I admired his very grounded 
no-nonsense approach, tea stories that transported you centu-
ries into the past and was particularly touched by how well 
he knows his audience. Every “mistake” or common Westerner 
urge he warned about I could relate to. 

So, I began my daily tea practice alone, with my wife and 
with friends out in Nature. As I went on, I could see the magic 
happening. It was the tea, the ceremony and the setting carry-
ing it all. I was just a part of it. Slowly, I started doing larger 
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茶人: Matthew Barbour, Australia 

Each month, we introduce one of the Global Tea Hut members to you in order to help you get to know more people 
in this growing international community. It’s also to pay homage to the many manifestations that all this wonder-
ful spirit and Tea are becoming as the Tea is drunk and becomes human. The energy of Tea fuels some great work 
in this world, and we are so honored to share glimpses of such beautiful people and their Tea. This month, we would 
like to introduce Matthew Barbour.

TeaWayfarer



Do I hold onto mental constructs? Do they 
increase conflict in my life? What can I let 
go of today? I am open, flexible and sky-
like, free to cloudwalk in space.

August  Affirmation

Center News

We are going to do a whole issue about the 
changes the pandemic has had on tea practice, the 
ways tea helps us through adversity and how commu-
nity has changed. We think it is worthwhile to chronicle 
this impactful time with our personal stories and wis-
dom and what tea has taught us all as we have passed 
through these global challenges. All those who submit 
stories will be offered a gift of tea. Please contact us if 
you are interested in writing about any of the ways tea 
has helped see you through!

The Seven Genres of Tea course is up on the 
course website. We are so happy with it, rough as it 
is, and proud of all the hard work Jaanus put into the 
project. We hope it inspires you to keep learning about 
tea, to have a deeper respect for your tea due to under-
standing all the work that went into making it, and, of 
course a deeper reverence for the only true “tea mas-
ters”: the farmers who make our tea. We also hope this 
course encourages you to seek other sources of knowl-
edge and continue learning.

All of our teaware is switching over to the new 
Cloudstone clay now. Cloudstone makes much better 
tea and water for tea and we also prefer it aesthetically 
as well. We hope you also love it!

Check out the new audiobook of Tea Medicine. 
A tremendous amount of effort went into the creation 
of this work. We are excited to share this new way of 
exploring the healing possible through tea. Available 
on Audible and other audiobook platforms.

We have a few puerh cakes on our website 
that are incredible deals (relatively). Often the storage 
markup over time in Taiwan is lower than the inflation 
of puerh at source, making aged cakes cheaper!

We are working hard to try to create as much 
of the non-material architecture for Light Meets 
Life since the pandemic is preventing us from 
looking at properties. This includes examining 
our mistakes, polishing our strengths and defin-
ing what all the roles will be in the new organi-
zation and how they will be filled.  

We hope you stay excited for Light Meets 
Life. We want to involve you in the planning 
of what we hope you feel is your Center. The 
more form Light Meets Life takes, the more real 
it becomes. Please contact us with ideas about 
what you envision for the property and for the 
experience at ten-day courses. Perhaps you have 
an idea for a type of course you would like to 
see when we open. Please share your ideas with 
us. We hope to create a whole new calendar and 
curriculum for Light Meets Life. And it is your 
Center, after all!

We are looking for ways to include more and 
more Taiwanese people into our organization. 
Of course, this includes employing more than 
the ten or so we have, but also Chinese courses 
led by local teachers and other plans we have.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Wood Firing Classics of Tea

Traditional BraziersGongfu Experiments II
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The most foundational tea magazine in the world!  
Sharing rare organic teas, a magazine full of tea his-
tory, lore, translations, processing techniques and 
heritage, as well as the spiritual aspects of Cha Dao. 
And through it all, we make friends with fellow tea 
lovers from around the world.

www.globalteahut.org
Tea & Tao Magazine
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