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This month, we return to the writings of Yixing Grand-
master He Dao Hong (何道洪, 1943–), who is such a gift-
ed teapot maker. In the last issue, we introduced this grand-
master and his work. We also explained that we decided to 
split this topic into two issues due to the fact that many of 
you are still receiving multiple magazines at a time. Also, 
Master He is a gifted philosopher, scholar and author and 
we are fortunate enough to have been granted permission 
to translate his writings. We have enough content to make 
it worth spending the time, effort and money to translate 
them all and spread them out over two issues. We offered 
three essays with his biography in the last issue and we have 
two more in this issue, including his longest and most in-
depth essay to date. 

Last issue, we further introduced Huang Jian Liang (黃
健亮), one of the world’s leading tea and Yixing scholars 
and the reason that we have these essays to translate. We 
promised that in this Part II, we would further introduce 
his brilliant wife Huang Yi Jia (黃怡嘉), who is a promi-
nent scholar in her own right. In fact, the biography in the 
previous issue was written by her and we have had the hon-
or to translate her work in many previous issues, including 
some wonderful excerpts from her book on Taiwanese tea 
history in the October 2018 issue.

A lot of work went into these two issues and it was well 
worth it. I learned a tremendous amount and will return to 
these essays as a resource throughout my life. It has been 
a collaborative effort that has involved so many passionate 
Chajin. In particular, I would like to raise a cup to Steven 
D. Owyoung, who has so graciously helped with the poetry 
throughout both parts of this series. Not only did he trans-
late the accredited poems, but he also helped with tricky, 
difficult lines in many of the other poems in the main text 
of this issue. 

I n April, we find ourselves in the heart of spring and at 
the beginning of the harvest cycle for tea. This season 
is the heart of wood element—of growth, expansion, 
movement and an application of the energy gathered 

over the winter. If we rested, turned inward and conserved 
some of our energy, we are invigorated by the blossoming of 
spring. You may be fortunate enough to drink some of the 
earliest flushes of tea coming in now. They are often perfect 
for this time of year, especially water teas like many young 
sheng teas and green teas, which nourish the expansion of 
the wood. If we cannot get fresh tea, which is common as 
most people don’t see them until May or even June when 
the market sees them, then green tea or young sheng from 
last year will do fine. Year-old matcha is incredible (or even 
older), for example, as is sheng from the previous year. To 
temper the wood, we can use metal teas like white teas, 
aged white teas and some aged oolongs at this time of year. 
White Cloud is the perfect tea during this period, especially 
on a rainy, humid spring morning when the water is already 
abundant enough.

As we face the disruption of peace in the world, the chal-
lenges that ensue affect us all, directly or indirectly. Our 
hearts go out to those suffering through war and we dedi-
cate the peace of all our tea sessions to them. May freedom, 
truth, love and light prevail over the hearts of all beings and 
may awakening blossom in the hearts of all those involved, 
so that we can finally see our world at peace. We have many 
tea friends in this community who have been directly af-
fected. Some have visited our Center here in Taiwan and I 
myself once did a teaching tour in Ukraine, sharing tea with 
some of the most beautiful Chajin I have known in this life. 
The hospitality of Sato and Natasha in particular still fills 
my heart with gratitude. To this day, the session in which 
we were honored to listen to a master shakuhachi player 
offer a concert that was beyond music while drinking old 
tea ranks amongst the top of all the greatest tea sessions of 
my life. The lessons I learned that day are still unfolding and 
I am sure that many of you will remember me discussing 
lessons from that very session in my lectures, as I common-
ly do. We would like to dedicate this issue to those noble 
memories and the wonderful peace, happiness and laughter 
that surrounded them. Those were the days, demonstrating 
the powerful connection available through the love of tea, 
as we made lifelong and deep friendships with people de-
spite our inability to speak one another’s language. Beyond 
just our dear tea family in Ukraine, may all those affected 
by this war in any way find solace and an end to suffering. 
Our hearts and our prayers go out to all those affected by 
this or any conflict in the world. May the kindness, hugs, 
laughter and smiles of our tea this month, wherever we are 
in the world, spread and be shared heart to heart, person to 
person until all beings are free. 

From the editor
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–Further Reading–

Wu De

This month, it is worth reading the amazing Ex-
tended Edition from September 2017, which 
covers all things Yixing. Also, you may want to 
read the April 2021 issue, which has a lot of in-
formation about the history of Yixing as well as 
several excavations that have been very insightful 
for scholars.
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ver the course of this month, we will be drink-
ing the humorously named tea “Dried Shrimp  
(蝦米),” which we think relates to some aspects 

of Zishaware’s history discussed below. It is also a tea 
that can be a bit challenging to prepare properly and 
therefore shines when brewed gongfu in a Purple- 
Sand pot. This is one of our all-time favorite issues of 
Global Tea Hut. It has been a lot of hard work to trans-
late these articles, but also such an honor.

In the second, longer essay of this issue, Master He 
discusses some of the reasons that Zishaware never be-
came as famous as other types of ceramics during Chi-
na’s dynastic history. Among the many reasons, he sug-
gests that the high cost of pots, especially those made by 
masters, meant that ordinary people couldn’t own Zisha 
pots, which were “worth more than jade and gold.” For 
that reason, people in the south started making copies 
of Yixingware and new ceramic traditions began as re-
sult, like the ones in Chaozhou and Quanzhou. The same 
issue applies to the history of tea. For much of history, 
the finest teas were beyond the means of average people. 
Some were even Tribute Teas that only the throne had 
access to. There are famous stories of Yixing masters pro-
testing this extravagance. For example, when one master 
found out that a servant had been beaten to death for 
accidentally breaking a precious pot, he smashed the re-
placement and refused to make another. 

There is a charm to the simplest teas: teas that were 
made not for the appreciation of the serious Chajin, but 
for the lives of ordinary workers and farmers. Dried 
Shrimp is a tea like that. It is an oolong from the early 
to mid-1990s. We aren’t sure where it comes from, but it 
is either Taoyuan, Hsinchu or our own Miaoli counties. 
Being lower in altitude, such tea was, at the time, con-
sidered to be inferior. This meant that almost none of 
these farms could afford any agrochemicals and were all 
organic as a result. Many were also without machinery 
and therefore hand-processed the tea. Since this tea was 

not intended for the high-end market, the skill needed to 
process it wasn’t as high or as stringent. This meant that 
the rolling of the tea was often not great, and the balls 
were often open, loose and appeared like dried shrimp, 
which is what this tea was often called at the time (and 
why we choose to name it thus, of course). These balls 
have opened up even more since then, so now Dried 
Shrimp looks even slightly striped. At the time, though, 
the leaves would have been curled a bit more.

Such tea was sold to restaurants, cafes and ordinary 
people to drink with their neighbors while they chatted 
on Sunday afternoons. Part of what the old Yixing mas-
ters were protesting when they remonstrated the exor-
bitant prices of teapots was the pretention of turning a 
teapot into something ordinary people could not use to 
make tea day in and day out. There are many types of teas 
like that. We love teas that celebrate the simple, ordinary 
and unpretentious quality, which is also an important 
part of the history, heritage and aesthetics of tea. The age 
has also added charm and quality to Dried Shrimp. It is 
more expensive than when it was new, of course, but it 
is still affordable and was partially donated to us by our 
friend who has owned it for most of its life. 

While it is possible to spend time and brew this tea 
carefully and get more out of it, Dried Shrimp is also an 
opportunity to celebrate the ordinary. It is a tea made 
without any attempts to wow or demonstrate master 
craftsmanship. It is a clean, wholesome tea made for dai-
ly drinking. And that is something worth raising a cup 
or bowl to.

Invite some good tea friends over for an afternoon 
and drink some Dried Shrimp while you have a nice 
chat, catching up on the weather, the latest movie you 
saw or a book you read. Remember the joy of peaceful, 
ordinary days and hold it in your heart, for those simple 
times are the pith of our lives and need to be honored 
now and again. Perhaps set aside a cup for those who 
cannot sit peacefully today.
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

茶
道Of all the funny teas, Dried Shrimp sure does make us chuckle. Oolongs of 

this age and type can be challenging to brew. If the amount of leaf is off or 
the steeping time too long, they can become sour. At this age, almost all oolongs have 
some sourness, but we want to balance this with a fruity, nutty sweetness (until the tea 
ages past this stage). For that reason, gongfu tea is the ideal this month. The right teaware, 
water temperature and amount of leaf will make certain aspects of this tea shine in ways that 
they could not otherwise. Try using a bit less leaf than you are used to for a striped tea and do 
a long rinse. Of course, we recommend a zisha pot if you have one as well, to bring balance to 
this tea and preserve temperature. Also, try to make sure you decant every last drop from the pot, 
leaving no trace of water in with the leaves between steepings. Finally, pay attention to not letting 
the tea sit too long between steepings as this reduces the sourness to a lovely level—like that of a 
plum. If you don't have any gongfu experience and/or teaware, however, you can brew Dried Shrimp 
leaves in a bowl as well, though you may miss some of its characteristics that way.

Wherever a discussion of gongfu tea or Yixing comes up, tea lovers are always asking about how 
to choose an Yixing pot. To begin choosing a teapot, from as wide and open a vantage as possible, we 
would like to start by saying that there is certainly a story and some destiny involved in finding your pot. 
To adapt the saying in our tradition about how “as the person seeks the Leaf, the Leaf seeks the person,” 
we could also say that as the person seeks the teapot, the teapot seeks the person. The best pots are found 
through travel, friendship and generosity, meeting the craftsman him- or herself or hearing a story that 
enriches the pot, imbuing it with a charm and glow beyond its form. 

The aesthetics, design and clay will all play a role in selecting a teapot, as will the shape relative to 
what type of tea we are to brew. Teapot aesthetics, however, are subjective and difficult to discuss. From 
a very general perspective, the same aesthetic governs all of tea practice, from farming to tea processing, 
and from chaxi to brewing: harmony. It is balance and harmony that make a great pot. This includes 
the space around the button/pearl, through the handle and even around the spout. Echoing the favorite 
analogy of our eldest teacher, Lao Tzu, the usefulness of the teapot also lies in its space; the tea flows 
through it, just as the Dao flows through us when we are clean and pure. 

The design of a pot refers to the shape, the spout design and pour, as well as other details of the 
construction that are less tangled up with aesthetics and are purely functional. In other words, some of 
the features of a pot are best when crafted in an aesthetically pleasing and equally functional way. The 
“design” of the pot refers to the aspects of it that are more strictly functional and so only really become 
evident when using the pot to prepare tea. 

The clay also plays a huge role in the quality of a pot, perhaps more than any other factor. Many 
times when choosing an antique pot, we have to excuse design flaws, and often forgive aesthetic issues 
(maybe even chips or cracks), but we do so because the clay of these pots is so much better. This 
demonstrates how important the clay of a pot is. It is the clay more than anything else that affects 
the structure and quality of tea liquor. 

Gongfu Leaves in a Bowl

Water: spring water or great bottled/filtered
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: medium to high heat, fish-eye, 90–95 °C
Brewing Methods: gongfu or 
leaves in a bowl (gongfu is better)
Steeping: long, single flash, then growing
(for gongfu; simpler for leaves in a bowl)
Patience: 15-20 steepings (gongfu)

Try paying attention to de-
canting every last drop of tea 
liquor from this month's 
tea, so water does not sit 
in the pot between steep-
ings. Experiment with 
how this affects the 
sourness.

Tea of  the Month
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InnovatIon
WIthIn

tradItIon

vigor. And if we take a comprehensive 
overview of several generations of tea-
pot art and survey the way the styles 
of the different schools have spread, 
be they elaborate and refined, simple 
and unpretentious, balanced between 
grace and awkwardness, or elegant and 
sumptuous, we won’t find many exam-
ples of styles that are bold and free, ro-
bust and vigorous.

In 1978, after I finished my grad-
uate studies at the Central Academy 
of Industrial Arts, my way of thinking 
about art underwent a major transfor-
mation. I wanted to change tradition, 
change my style and create a brand-
new style of teapot art, a concept that 
was all my own. However, change is 
painful, and it’s hard. From the late 
seventies to the early eighties, most of 
my works were still in my original style, 
such as the Six-Petal Plum Blossom 
Pot (六瓣梅壺)—I still hadn’t broken 
free from the bounds of tradition. It 
wasn’t until I made my Jade Cow Pot 
(玉牛壺) in 1987 that a reasonably 
clear change began to emerge, different 
from the styles of past generations. The 
handle of the pot became thicker, and 
the spout became longer, giving it the 
steady feel of a jade vessel. During this 
process of pursuing change, there were 

also many pieces that suffered from 
an excessive use of tension and con-
sequently ended up looking as heavy 
and unwieldy as an iron hook hanging 
from a crane. Throughout this period, 
the change that I chased was a blind 
sort of change—change for its own 
sake; a change that lacked a founda-
tion, that lacked thought or meaning.

During this painful quest, I grad-
ually felt a seismic shift, a sort of res-
onance and inspiration. In the Song 
Dynasty (960–1279), the poet Su 
Shi (蘇軾) wrote, “The great river 
flows ever eastward, washing away 
the distinguished figures of ages past.” 
The general Yue Fei (岳飛) wrote, 
“Seething with anger... thirty years 
of scholarly achievements amount to 
naught but dust; we’ve fought north 
and south for eight thousand miles, 
heedless of wind and weather... I shall 
drive my chariot to attack the slopes 
of the Mount Helan mountain pass.”  
Then there are the words of Xin Qiji  
(辛棄疾), “In those days, the army 
was unstoppable, swallowing up thou-
sands of miles like a tiger”—a stark 
contrast to those of Jiang Baishi (姜白
石): “Leaning on the parapet, I remi-
nisce about days gone by; the broken 
willows dance their ragged dance.”  

T he historical development of 
Zisha pottery art up until the 
present day has featured many 

different schools and styles, each with 
its own great merits. I am personally 
lucky enough to have arrived at a dis-
tinctive style, through a process of try-
ing all sorts of things and having some 
of them stick, and I am honored to 
have received some recognition for this 
style. I can’t help but feel gratified—
after all, there’s the old saying to sow 
widely and reap only a small harvest  
(廣種薄收), meaning that we can only 
harvest a small fraction of the vast tra-
dition we have been taught, mastering 
but a small part of its breadth. 

In 1958, I began studying un-
der the artist Mr. Wang Yinchun (王
寅春), and later I was also lucky to 
learn from Mr. Pei Shimin (裴石民). 
Following in the tradition of my two 
teachers, I produced works in a metic-
ulous and delicate style. At one point, 
my works were known for their fine 
craftsmanship and delicate grace; some 
of my pieces came close to those of the 
Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), inherit-
ing their style from historical masters 
like Shao Wenyin (邵文銀) and Chen 
Yongqing (陳用卿), yet they lacked a 
sort of masculine, Yang strength and 
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The Essays of  Master He Dao Hong
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and powerful? This question resonated 
with others, and their responses, along 
with a fusion of thoughts and ideas, 
gradually led me to a new understand-
ing. I wanted to express and create a 
sense of strength through my pots. 
This strength was the combined result 
of outside pressure and inner tension, 
a fusion of the power of physics and 
the power of thought. Even today, I am 
still perfecting this style that I sought 
to create, and it has become a class of 
its own.

Philosophy Flows
 through the Piece
i) Creating a teapot is about gathering 
your thoughts

To express this sort of strength, I 
sometimes prefer to make large pots 
since their very size is already a sort of 
strength, a sort of expansiveness, a sort 
of boldness and power. However, the 
size on its own doesn’t completely cap-
ture these qualities; the pot must also 
have a solid philosophy behind it and a 
successful execution.

Liu Yong (柳永) wrote, “How I long 
for the intimacy of a pillow beneath a 
canopy, where I would tell you soft-
ly of how many cold nights I spent 
thinking of you in that lonely river-
side village.” Zhou Bangyan (周邦彥) 
wrote, “In the nighttime landscape, all 
is empty but for the pear blossoms cov-
ering the ground like snow.” In these 
examples, you can see the differences 
in style, from bold and free to graceful 
and subdued. In Western classical mu-
sic, Beethoven’s famous “Symphony of 
Fate” (Symphony No. 5) is powerful 
and resonant, urging listeners to press 
bravely forward with their endeavors, 
while Hayden’s “Serenade” falls like 
soft rain, full of sentiment. In the art  
of the Tang Dynasty, the bold, free-
hand strokes of Wu Daozi’s (吳道子) 
“sparse style (疏體畫風)” paintings 
and the complex details of Li Sixun’s 
(李思訓) layered-color paintings rep-
resent two different schools of Chinese 
landscape painting that also demon-
strate the same bold freedom.

Among all the styles of Zisha teapot 
art, apart from graceful and elaborate 
or simple and elegant, shouldn’t there 
be another style, one that is bold, free 

In 1992, I made the Gathering 
Thoughts Pot (集思壺), which repre-
sented a summary of and a response to 
my preceding artistic work, and also as 
a reflection on the work still to come, 
including life itself: “Broad and deep; 
observing the past gives insight into 
the future. The road is long and un-
ending, but still I shall search high and 
low to reach my goal.” For the body 
of the pot, I used a simple, dignified 
cylindrical shape, representing the idea 
of standing up straight and thinking; 
in this way, I infused a sort of thought, 
a sort of philosophy into the pot. 

In some ways, the Daoist Caul-
dron Pot (Dao Ding Pot, 道鼎壺, 
shown on p. 25) and the Gathering 
Thoughts Pot embody different ap-
proaches but have the same result, 
which corresponds to the well-known 
line by Xin Qiji: “When I gaze upon 
the green mountains, I think how 
lovely they are; I imagine when the 
mountains look at me, they think the 
same.” The bold energy of this pot 
emerges very clearly. The overall design 
is based on a round shape; it takes the 
shape of a three-footed cauldron gath-
ering and simmering with the Dao.  

This is a replica of Chen Mingyuan's (陳鳴遠) famous Bundled Firewood Three Friends Pot (束材三友壺) from the Early 
Republic era (1912–1949). For a long time, this was thought to be the original by many scholars, including Master He, but 
scholars now know it is a replica and the genuine is lost. On the opposite page we have an example of a “flying handle,” which 
Master He discusses later in the essay with regards to balancing the composition of a pot.

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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The Three Friends of Winter Pot  
(歲寒三友壺, on p. 22 of the previous 
March issue of Global Tea Hut, shows 
a traditional motif featuring pine, 
bamboo and plum) is a subject that 
is full of potential; historical master 
Chen Mingyuan’s (陳鳴遠) Bundled 
Firewood Three Friends Pot (束材三
友壺) is truly unparalleled by any oth-
er artist before or since. The success of 
this work lies in its rich significance, 
in the emotion that it captures, in the 
deep philosophy behind it. I have also 
interpreted the subject of the Three 
Friends several times in my own style; 
the more successful examples include 
my Large Pine, Bamboo and Plum Pot  
(松竹梅壺, shown on next page) and 
my Green Pine, Bamboo and Plum 
Pot (綠的松竹梅壺). The former 
took three months of single-minded 
perseverance and meticulous effort to 
design and make. The body of the pot 
is based on the form of a pine trunk, 
with a bold and simple shape and such 
spirit that it could almost be mistak-
en for the real thing. I think only large 
pots are capable of truly expressing 
the grand and expansive feeling of the 
Three Friends of Winter; aside from 

There is a boundless depth of thought 
behind this pot.

In my opinion, big pots have big 
energy—a feeling of fullness, the sense 
that they gather and give generous-
ly. Big pots are like a person of great 
talent; they express the life philosophy 
“don’t be a soldier, be a general.” Mak-
ing a teapot is a process of gathering 
one’s thoughts.

ii) Making a teapot is about capturing 
a feeling

In the words of Yun Ge (惲格) in 
his Qing Dynasty (1644–1911) Post-
script on Nantian Painting (南田畫
跋), “Brushes and ink themselves have 
no feelings, yet we cannot be devoid 
of feeling when we wield them; when 
capturing emotion in a painting, the 
painter must not be deprived of emo-
tion.” I have always believed that carv-
ing a teapot is the same as painting, 
the same as any other act of artistic 
creation: it should channel the feelings 
and philosophy of its creator. So, we 
must pour our ideas, our philosophies 
into our art, otherwise it will not have 
a life of its own. 

conveying a bold sense of freedom, 
they also embody a clear philosophy.

As for the Green Pine, Bamboo and 
Plum Pot, I poured even more of my 
thoughts and ideas into it. Aside from 
the body of the pot, which is still bold 
and free in style, I also pursued a feel-
ing of power and freedom in terms of 
the color of the clay, a feeling of big, 
bold brushstrokes. To capture the dis-
tinctive coloring of pine, bamboo and 
plum, I used different layers of green to 
create a general impression, an abstract 
interpretation of the color and shape of 
the three different plants. Here, green 
is a sort of abstraction, a subjective col-
or that is filtered through the lens of 
emotions, a sort of impulse and antic-
ipation from the heart. To depict “the 
Three Friends” using several different 
shades of green is quite a new idea, 
but it is completely within reason; the 
audacious abstraction of pine, bamboo 
and plum conveys a feeling of bold-
ness and freedom, power and grace, 
while also embodying a deeper level 
of enlightenment. This is the meaning 
of the old saying, “Innovation within 
conventions, finesse alongside bold 
freedom.” 
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number of copies of each work. This is 
especially so with those pieces that are 
created in a frenzy of inspiration; when 
the creative process is flowing smooth-
ly, you can go completely mad over 
it and forget to eat and sleep. If you 
then have to make a second copy of a 
pot like this, or even a third copy, that 
feeling of making the original pot is 
completely gone, and even if you force 
yourself to do it, the copy feels like 
nothing but a counterfeit. After all, a 
work of ceramic art is art, not simply 
a product.   

iii) Making teapots is about passion
There’s a saying that calligraphy 

and painting “must always be created 
with intent.” Before putting brush to 
paper, the painter must fill their mind 
with intent, so that their spirit and en-
ergy can flow together, pouring their 
intent freely into the painting. Making 
a teapot is just the same; one is driv-
en by a sort of creative passion: “the 
idea exists before the first brushstroke; 
when the last stroke is done, the idea 
shines through.” So, when I create 
teaware art, I only make a very limited 

汲
黯
方
直

陳
曼
生
 
汲
直

This “Giving Pot” was made by 
He Dao Hong and was engraved 
by Xu Yongliang (徐永良). The 
inscription says: “Yangxian’s fa-
mous sand is simple and elegant, 
pure and delicate in quality, and 
it is a pleasure to use to drink tea.” 
This pot resembles the tradition-
al Upright Ji (Ji Zhi, 汲直) pot by 
Chen Man Sheng (陳曼生). Chen 
Man Sheng read “The Book of 
Han,” from the Han Dynasty (206 
BCE–220 CE), and inside was one 
story about an official named Ji An  
(汲黯), who spoke honestly and 
bluntly to the emperor, demonstrat-
ing integrity that was rare in those 
days. There is an old saying regard-
ing Ji An, “Straight like Ji (汲黯方
直).” Inspired by this story, and the 
uprightness of this ancient noble, 
Master Chen created this pot. This 
amazing pot is straight and tall, rep-
resenting the uprightness of a noble 
man. Notice the billowy, cloud-like 
style, which Master He has become 
famous for. He takes traditional 
forms and seemingly opens them 
with air, spirit and power.

集思壺

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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Large Pine, Bamboo and Plum Pot (松竹梅壺) 
demonstrates a high level of mastery. This pot took 
Master He three months of daily work to complete. 
Bamboo, plum and pine all survive in winter and rep-
resent different virtues and strengths. The bamboo 
represents flexibility and the ability to adapt, bending 
with the wind; the pine is evergreen and represents for-
titude and longevity; the plum blossoms in the winter 
and represents delicacy and beauty, and the five pet-
als represent the traditional five blessings of health, 
wealth, virtue, longevity and a natural death. The 
plum therefore represents blessing—ethereal grace. The 
balance of the “Three Friends” in this pot is wonder-
ful, and the detail and execution show a mastery be-
yond words. Notice the cute squirrel in the pine, which 
brings some movement and life to the piece. It also rep-
resents the frugality needed in winter and is a flourish 
that Master He added to many of his “Three Friends” 
pots.  The spout also looks like it has a marvelous pour 
and though large, could be used for tea.

14
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the body. Other peripheral parts, such 
as the lid, have been made wider and 
thicker; the surface of the lid is full in 
shape, and the lid knob has also been 
widened. The proportions balance each 
other well, creating clean, simple lines 
and a feeling of dignified strength.

Another example is the Daoist 
Cauldron Pot (p. 25). With this pot, 
the lines of the handle, lid knob and 
spout are unified in terms of style and 
the lines they create. All are large and 
powerful, robust without feeling over-
inflated, with lines that naturally echo 
the shape of the pot’s body. The area 
where the spout emerges withdraws 
power, and the area where the lower 
part of the handle joins the pot proj-
ects power: the interplay between the 
spout and the handle creates an im-
pression of dynamic energy rather than 
being overpowering, making the pot 
appear calm and steady, yet also bold 
and spirited.

ii) The right degree of steepness
Teapots have their own methods 

of composition, the so-called art of 
“positioning the troops to the greatest 
advantage,” a phrase that comes from 
Commentary on Books: Sun Tzu’s Art of 
War (論畫·孫武) by Eastern Jin Dy-
nasty (266–420) painter Gu Kaizhi  
(顧愷之) and implies that composi-
tion in art is just as important as ar-
ranging military formations according 
to the terrain. In terms of the com-
position of my own works, I aim for 
steep-sided pots with a certain ingenu-
ity to their layout. Through grasping 
how to balance opposing qualities—
separated and united, tight and loose, 
condensed and scattered—I search for 
the perfect equilibrium, where a hair’s 
breadth more on either side would 
upset the balance. This approach of 
“victory through danger” brings the 
pot’s qualities of boldness and strength 
to the forefront even more fully, more 
clearly, more vividly. This balance is 
difficult to achieve, but the results are 
unique and express the harmony that 
all good Zishaware does.

There are probably many ways for 
boldness and power to be expressed 
in the outward appearance of a pot. 
Personally, I tend to emphasize the 
tension and proportionality between 
each part of the teapot and the over-
all composition. Historically, teapots 
have always been light and graceful in 
shape. In contrast, I made some sig-
nificant adjustments in terms of the 
proportions and composition. On top 
of expressing the power of physics and 
seeking to create a new shape, I aim 
to achieve well-balanced proportions, 
with an appropriate steepness of angles 
and a balance between positive and 
negative space.

i) Well-balanced proportions
Let’s take the handle of the teapot 

as an example. Historically, the thick-
ness of the handle was even all the way 
down; I made the handle thicker at the 
top and thinner toward the bottom, 
creating a line that is dynamic and 
full of tension. But which parts of the 
pot should be thick, and which parts 
should start to get finer? The rest of the 
pot—the body, lid, spout and knob—
must all correspond to each other and 
combine organically into a whole. This 
takes a great amount of care and at-
tention. In terms of size, accuracy is 
paramount, and the joints must not be 
off by even a hair’s breadth; the pro-
portions must be impeccable.

For example, the Gathering 
Thoughts Pot has a straight, cylindrical 
body and a straight lip, with the spout 
emerging from the middle section; yet 
the spout does not jut out immediately 
from the body of the pot, but instead 
sticks closely to the pot, becoming an 
organic part of the cylindrical body. 
Then, once it reaches the mouth of 
the pot, it extends outward as a flat 
arc, quite tall and straight in appear-
ance. The handle that corresponds to it 
also employs this technique of sticking 
close to the body. Near the top, about 
one-quarter of the handle is “stuck” 
to the body of the pot—a very appro-
priate balance for the spout, of which 
about half the surface is also “stuck” to 

iii) A balance between positive and 
negative space

If the whole pot is uniformly thick 
and crude, it will come across as blank 
and expressionless; but if you use a “fly-
ing” handle (把如飛, shown above on 
p. 12), the whole thing comes to life. 
Especially when making large pots, if 
you don’t leave enough space around 
the form, the overall effect is that of 
a big pile of clay. But if you increase 
the negative space to act as a bridge, 
you get a feeling of space within form, 
form within space; with positive and 
negative space each containing the 
other. While I was creating the Dao 
Cauldron Pot, I paid a lot of attention 
to the interplay of nimble and clum-
sy, of space and form. After all, power 
is not created simply by piling on the 
clay, but by constructing something, 
by bringing it to life. It’s a bit like a 
Qigong master; his strength lies in his 
ability to gather the Qi of his whole 
body into a single point. The strength 
of a teapot is just the same.

However, the difference from a 
Qigong master is that the maker of a 
teapot must be good at gathering their 
own unique understanding, their own 
thoughts and intentions, to imbue a 
Zisha clay teapot with its profound 
layers of philosophical vigor. These are 
my impressions from many years of 
creative work, and the pervading goals 
that I pursue in all my art.

以力的分合統攝其形Commanding Form

This is another style of “Three 
Friends” pot made by Master He, 
with a bold and strong hoop-handle 
and very bold green colors.
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a Garden
of Wonder

To embark on a discussion of Pur-
ple-Sand clayware, we must first trace 
its long history, spanning at least four 
dynasties, in order to glimpse the or-
igins of Zisha art as it was first con-
ceived by our forebears in Jingxi.

When compared to the history of 
ceramics over the past ten thousand 
years, Zisha can be seen as a relative 
latecomer on the scene. During the 
Song Dynasty, a golden age when por-
celain flourished and the five major 
styles of ceramic vessel— ge (哥), guan 
(宮), ru (汝), ding (定) and jun (鈞)— 
had already been established, Zisha 
was still in its infancy, a baby squawk-
ing to be fed. In his “Sending a Gift of 
Tea (寄茶詩),” Northern Song Dynas-
ty (960–1126) poet Mei Yaochen (梅
堯臣) wrote, “The cool, pebbly stream 
leaves a refreshing taste; the new pur-
ple-clay vessel is suffused with spring 
flowers... Piling snow in two sand-clay 
jars; the words of a poem carve flawless 
jade.” The theory that the “purple-clay 
vessel” and “sand-clay pots” mentioned 
in the poem referred to Zisha teapots 
was unverified for a thousand years 
before finally being corroborated by 
solid evidence in 1974 at an archae-

ological dig of a Northern Song kiln 
site on Mount Yangjiao, Mount Ding 
in Yixing. Here several damaged Zisha 
vessels were excavated. After they were 
pieced together, it was estimated that 
they were very likely an early form of 
Zishaware from the Northern Song. Su 
Dongpo (蘇東坡, also known as “Su 
Shi, 蘇軾”), another poet, calligrapher 
and painter from the same era as Mei 
Yaochen, retired from his government 
post in the first year of the Jianzhong-
jingguo era (1101) and bought some 
land in Yixing to build the Dongpo 
Academy. He was a keen drinker of 
tea. In his “Song of Simmering Tea  
(煎茶歌),” he composed the quatrain, 
“With wind in the pines and a bamboo 
stove, I carry my teapot and call for my 
friends.” Hence, it was said that one 
of Su Dongpo’s three requirements for 
brewing tea was a Zisha teapot, which 
also serves as supporting evidence 
that the Dongpo Hoop-Handled Pot  
(東坡提樑壺) that survives to this day 
is indeed genuine. Some verified Zi-
sha artifacts from the Southern Song 
Dynasty (1127–1279) are housed 
in the collection of the Zhenjiang 
City Museum in Jiangsu Province.  

Z isha (紫砂, Purple-Sand) clay 
has enjoyed a lasting wave 
of popularity in recent years. 

Through dedicated research and exam-
ination of textual records, excavated 
pots and pots that have survived as 
heirlooms, we have not only overcome 
some of the shortfalls and gaps in the 
available historical data, but also deep-
ened our knowledge of Zishaware and 
caused a surge of interest in collecting 
Zisha pieces and discussing Zisha art 
and culture. It’s safe to say the Zisha-
ware is no longer viewed as an unknown 
form of red Eastern pottery, shrouded 
in mystery. Now, its uniquely heroic 
bearing and rich, artistic and cultural 
significance allow it to hold its own 
alongside China’s world-famous porce-
lain. Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) poet 
Lin Gudu (林古度) wrote a poem 
hailing Zisha teapots as “The finest 
teaware in all the land; a pure delight 
to hold in the hand.” In this article, 
we will set off up this flight of stairs 
offered to us by the ancients, embark-
ing on a wandering exploration of the 
sacred temple of Zisha art to fulfill my 
lifelong wish. I shall offer my humble 
opinions along the way.

17

何道洪

藝苑奇葩

The Essays of  Master He Dao Hong



This gorgeous Bamboo Lon-
gevity Hoop-Handled Pot (竹壽提
樑壺) is a wonderful example of 
Master He's robust style, with its 
billowy, cloud-like spout that he is 
famous for and a soft form that ap-
pears to be opening, exhaling spirit. 
It looks soft, like a pillow, yet strong 
and forceful as well.

18
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mit Sun Gaoshi (孫高士). Every time 
I use it to brew tea, it gives a feeling 
of incomparable old-style elegance.” 
Aside from this solitary description 
of a Zisha teapot, there is no further 
trace from this period; it appears to be 
a lonely desert devoid of Zisha. Mean-
while, during the very same era the 
kilns at Jingdezhen had made the tran-
sition from soft to hard porcelain and 
were producing fine porcelain varieties 
(such as blue-and-white porcelain and 
red underglaze porcelain), business was 
booming. If we take a general overview 
of the Song and Yuan dynasties from 
beginning to end, the known examples 
of Zishaware were still in a very imma-
ture form and badly damaged. Perhaps 
this is because Zishaware wasn’t cata-
pulted to fame as if shot from a can-
non. Rather, it is mellow by nature, 
and needed to be gradually nurtured.

Included is a painting by one of the 
Great Four artists of the Southern 
Song, Liu Songnian (劉松年), that 
was found down an old well in Dantu 
in the Zhenjiang City area. The paint-
ing is titled “Lu Quan Brewing Tea  
(盧仝煮茶圖)” and features a depic-
tion of a “water kettle” atop the tea 
stove. Compared with the Northern 
and Southern Song dynasties, the en-
tire Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368) is one 
big blind spot when it comes to Zisha-
ware, with the exception of one record 
that appears in Collected Talks from Ji 
Garden (霽園叢話) by Cai Sizhan  
(蔡司沾): “When I was in Baixia, I 
obtained a Zisha teapot with an en-
graving of five characters in caoshu 
cursive script that reads: ‘且吃茶清隱’ 
(qie chi cha qing yin, roughly meaning 
“drinking tea in quiet seclusion”). It is 
known to have belonged to the her-

Moving on to the Ming and Qing 
(1644–1911) dynasties, we don’t find 
any traces of Zisha until the mid-Ming 
Dynasty. Around the late Ming and 
early Qing, it suddenly began to pro-
liferate at an unstoppable pace, like 
bamboo growing after the rain. Final-
ly, it took its place at the forefront of 
the ceramic art world, in all its ma-
ny-colored splendor. From the time 
of the Jinsha Temple (金沙寺) monk 
recorded in the biographies (born in 
1506, during the Ming Zhengde era 
and attributed to be one of the earliest 
teapot makers) to the end of the Qing 
Dynasty in 1911, a period of some 
400 years passed. Over these four cen-
turies, Zishaware penned many excit-
ing chapters in the history of Chinese 
ceramic art. Historical works that con-
tain records of Purple-Sand clayware 
are listed below.

From the Ming Dynasty
Yangxian Teapot Series (陽羡茗壺系) by Zhou Gaoqi (周高起)
Commentary on Tea (茶疏) by Xu Cishu (許次紓)
Jing Creek Commentary (荊溪疏) by Wang Zhideng (王稚登)
Superfluous Things (長物志) by Wen Zhenheng (文震亨)
Dreamy Recollections of the Pottery Temple (陶庵夢憶) by Zhang Dai (张岱)
Assorted Essays from the Autumn Garden (秋園雜佩) by Chen Zhenhui (陳貞慧)

From the Qing Dynasty
Record of Famous Yangxian Pottery (陽羡名陶錄) by Wu Qian (吳騫)
Commentary on the Hundred Songs of Taiyang (台陽百泳注) by Zhou Shu (周澍) 
On Yangxian Pottery (陽羡陶說) by Zhang Yanchang (張燕昌)
Leisurely Letters (閑情偶寄) by Li Yu (李渔)
Notes from North of the Pond (池北偶談) by Wang Shizhen (王士禎)
Conversations with Guests Over Tea (茶餘客話) by Ruan Kuisheng (阮葵生)
Essays from My Study (研齋隨筆) by Chen Weisong (陳維崧)
Yangzhou Pleasure Boat Diaries (揚州畫舫錄) by Li Dou (李斗)

Records of Zisha from outside of China include several books by Japanese authors: Catalog 
of Teapots (茗壺圖錄) by Ao Xuanbao (奧玄寶), and Revised Records of Yixing (重修宜興
志) along with Revised Records of Changzhou Prefecture (重修常州府志) by Zheng Shizhong. 
(Unfortunately, we were unable to find the Japanese names for these authors. If you can help, 
please email us.)

There are also countless modern books that include information on the history of Yixing-
ware, including picture collections of antique pots. Our friend Huang Jian Liang (黃健亮) 
has written dozens himself. We hope to continue to translate writings from all these sources.

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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this period, there were plenty of peo-
ple making pots from Zisha clay, but 
the difference with Zisha art was that 
the artisans were divided into grades 
depending on their level of skill, from 
whence came illustrious titles such 
as the “Four Great Masters” and the 
“Three Geniuses” of the Ming Dynas-
ty, as well as nearly forty other famous 
teapot artists whose works were ac-
claimed as “refined,” “divine” and “un-
paralleled.” Books such as the Yangxian 
Teapot Series and the Record of Famous 
Yangxian Pottery contain plenty of 
passages praising their works, includ-
ing some descriptions of their distin-
guishing artistic qualities: for example, 
out of the “Four Masters,” Dong Han  
(董翰) invented the water chestnut 
flower style of pot (菱花式壺), while 
Zhao Liang Duo (趙梁多) mainly 
made hoop-handled pots (提樑壺); 
Dong Han was known for the refined 
elegance of his pots, while the oth-
er three excelled at a simpler, antique 
style. As for the “Three Geniuses,” Shi 
Dabin (時大彬) was the most highly 
acclaimed of them all, garnering praise 
such as “Shi is the pinnacle of Ming 
Dynasty pottery (明代良陶讓一時).” 
Looking at the five Dabin teapots ex-
cavated from archaeological digs in 
China, they really are brimming with 
natural charm, more marvelous even 
than Nature itself. Given the manufac-
turing conditions in the society of that 
era, people couldn’t help but sincerely 
admire his unparalleled skill. 

In addition to these artisans, there 
was also Li Maolin (李茂林), who im-
proved firing techniques: “The pots are 
also fired in dragon kilns, and are sealed 
in saggars before being placed into the 
pottery kiln.” Xu Yuquan was an art-
ist who placed a lot of importance on 
the colors of the Zisha clay, achieving 
“an ideal blend of ancient and mod-
ern, with every variation seeming to 
come from the heart.” Shi Dabin’s 
“Eight Esteemed Disciples” included 
artists such as Ou Zhengchun (歐正
春), Jiang Shiying (蔣時英) and Shen 
Junsheng (沈君盛), who poured all 
of their knowledge and skill into their 
work, making countless contributions 
to the art. They not only successfully 
continued their master’s legacy, but 
also forged new paths when it came to 
varieties and categories of Zishaware, 
establishing their own styles. Through-
out the whole of the Qing Dynasty, 

In the notes and historical records 
written by these scholars, we can find 
the names of about 140 skilled arti-
sans who have entered the historical 
“Teapot Hall of Fame.” They are also 
sorted into the categories of “founder  
(創始), originator (正始), master (大
家) and grandmaster (名家),” followed 
by those whose works were “refined  
(雅流), divine (神品) and unparalleled  
(别派).” (These are superlatives used 
by some scholars to rank teapots and 
the artist who make them. They are dif-
ficult to translate.) These writings are 
certainly not lacking in wonderful de-
scriptions, eloquent poems, rare draw-
ings and frank thoughts on Zisha pots 
(including clay, color, use, shape and 
the unbelievable prices they fetched). 
The elegant works of famous masters 
are on display for the world to see. Yet 
despite all this, to attempt a systematic 
and comprehensive discussion of the 
Zishaware of this period, to precisely 
trace the outline of the gradual histori-
cal development of Zisha teapots, is no 
easy feat. Nonetheless, I am willing to 
try, and I humbly welcome any com-
ments or amendments.

A Legend is Born
It’s said that in ancient times (prob-

ably no later than the Song Dynasty, 
960–1279), a monk first noticed that 
the raw Purple-Sand clay on Mount 
Ding in Yixing “possessed many colors 
and was as soft as brocade.” Later, the 
monks of Jinsha Temple, in their tran-
quil surroundings, “took the fine earth 
(raw Zisha clay) and worked it with 
their hands to make vessels, which they 
fired in a pottery kiln, and people be-
gan to use them.” (See Yangxian Teapot 
Series.) According to Wu Yishan, when 
Gong Chun (供春) went to study at 
this temple, he learned the art and sur-
passed the monks. His works became 
known as Gong Chun pots. If we look 
at the Gong Chun pot donated to the 
Palace Museum in the Forbidden City 
by Mr. Nan Qiang, we can observe 
two things: one is that the maker’s skill 
is extraordinarily refined; the other is 
that he used wire to engrave his name 
below the pot’s handle in zhuanshu (篆
書) seal script, immortalizing it for the 
rest of time (which was said to have a 
profound impact on the development 
of signatures on Zishaware). During 

there are records of over a hundred 
famous Zisha masters. During this 
time, Zisha not only emerged from its 
narrow territory and became well-ac-
quainted with elegant scholars and fa-
vored at the Imperial Palace, but also 
spread to Western Europe in the sev-
enteenth century and to Japan during 
the Xianfeng era (1850–1861). This 
period saw a proliferation of talented 
Zisha artists, like a galaxy of glittering 
stars. Thus began a flourishing model 
wherein great importance was attached 
to three names: the name of the pot, 
the name of the artist and the name of 
the calligrapher who engraved charac-
ters on the pot. In praise of the pot, 
there are passages such as, “There’s no 
need to go chasing after pearls and 
jade; for how could they compare 
to a single ball of clay from Xitou in 
Yangxian?” (陽羡, Yangxian is another 
name for Yixing.) Praise for the mas-
ter craftsman Chen Mingyuan (陳鳴
遠) includes, “Mingyuan’s skill stands 
out among all others” and “Of the few 
truly skilled masters, Chen is unparal-
leled today.” In terms of praise for the 
calligrapher, none has surpassed that of 
the collaboration between calligrapher 
Chen Hongshou (陳鴻壽) and master 
teapot maker Yang Pengnian (楊彭
年); uniting calligraphers, officials and 
famous craftsmen though their works, 
their partnership played a starring role 
in the development of Zisha art, ush-
ering in a new age where “the words 
were passed on because of the teapots; 
the teapots were precious because of 
the words.” The last part of the Ming 
Dynasty and the whole of the Qing 
Dynasty saw the emergence of a legion 
of master artisans, who played a crucial 
role in the remarkable development of 
Zisha ceramic art. 

Tea as the Medium
The practice of tea drinking in Chi-

na has been evolving for thousands of 
years. By the Ming Dynasty, it became 
an important element of the daily lives 
of the scholarly classes. As tea brewing 
methods improved and the method of 
using boiling water to steep loose-leaf 
tea gained favor, Yixing gained rec-
ognition for its Zishaware. This was 
thanks to a number of geographical 
factors that made the area ideal for tea.  
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A Zisha teapot and fine tea not only 
bring people satisfaction from drinking 
tea, they also bring people a captivat-
ing aesthetic, brimming with imagina-
tion and poetry, and create a boundless 
artistic canvas. Thus, they ushered in a 
golden age for Zisha art, popularizing 
it among the official classes, reaching 
the point where “Sand-clay pots are 
the number-one recommendation for 
drinking tea.” They passed through 
three main developmental phases as 
described below, characterized by dif-
ferent artistic features.

The fact that fine tea grew there, the 
large number of springs tea lovers 
sought out, the concentration of fa-
mous artisans in the area, the unique-
ly suitable quality of the local Zisha 
Purple-Sand clay, the excellence of the 
Zisha teapots, and so on, all contribut-
ed to this. Zisha teapots earned praise 
such as, “When used for a leisurely tea 
session, they are as valuable as precious 
incense.” In his “Two Poems about 
Buying Yixing Tea in Wuxi,” Feng 
Nianzu (馮念祖) wrote some lines 
that can be roughly translated thus:

The first was the teapot art style of 
the Ming Dynasty, represented by the 
works of Shi Dabin. In his early career, 
Shi Dabin started out making large 
pots after the style of Gong Chun. Lat-
er, he traveled to Loudong (婁東, a re-
gion encompassing modern-day Zhe-
jiang Province and Taicang in Jiangsu 
Province), where he came into contact 
with other artists like Wang Shizhen  
(王世貞) and Chen Jiru (陳繼儒), 
and was enlightened with new knowl-
edge about tasting and appreciating 
tea. As a result, he tried a bold new 
approach and began making smaller 
teapots instead, realizing that the size 
and shape of the teapot had an influ-
ence on people’s enjoyment and sense 
of aesthetics. Thus, the category of pots 
represented by Shi Dabin’s work were 
not only characterized by their small 
size, but also by the emphasis on artis-
tic shapes that became typical of that 
era. This sort of pot took off and be-
came mainstream, being better suited 
to tea-drinking and to the needs and 
tastes of the scholarly classes. (These 
pots were still large relative to the 

I dare say, a pot, even a small one, 
honors the ancient worthies.
Verily, clay venerates the Three Ages, 
the Second Spring of the Tea Sutra.
So, listen for the sound of boiling, 
the bubbling of fish eyes, 
then go to the Bamboo Stove.
Firing takes true mastery, 
cups of Guan and Ge ware ought be shared.

—Translated by Steven D. Owyoung
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This Stone Dipper (Shi Piao, 石瓢) by Qu Ziye (瞿子冶) was made in the mid-Qing Dynasty. It is made of rough zhuni clay 
(朱泥), and demonstrates the cooperation between artists/calligraphers and teapot makers.
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land, everyone searches for Mingyuan 
saucers.” A key factor was that while 
making pots for all these scholars, 
Cheng Mingyuan was able to observe 
a great number of ancient pottery, por-
celain, bronze and jade vessels from 
their collections. This, along with the 
artistic exchanges he shared, had an in-
fluence on his work, and he developed 
a unique style when it came to the 
shape and decorative style of his pots. 
His work started new Zisha trends cen-
tered around shapes that echoed the 
natural world, inspiring other master 
teapot artists to delve deeper into the 
vast possibilities of Zisha clay. The re-
sult was an era in the history of Zisha 
where “a hundred flowers bloomed, 
and a hundred schools of thought con-
tended.” Artists such as Hui Mengchen  
(惠孟臣), Shengsi (聖思), Xi Cijing  
(徐次京), Zheng Ninghou (鄭寧候), 
Hua Fengxiang (華鳳翔), Yang You-
lan (楊友蘭) and Xu Longwen (許
龍文) each had their own strengths.  
They showed an astonishing amount 
of creativity across many aspects of 
their art, such as in their design of 

small gongfu pots we are used to today, 
which evolved in the Qing Dynasty, 
but they were smaller than what had 
been used prior as kettles and vessels 
for boiling tea. Shi Dabin’s pots would 
serve large cups by our standards.)

The second phase was the ear-
ly Qing teapot style, typified by the 
works of Chen Mingyuan. According 
to the Record of Famous Yangxian Pot-
tery, “Mingyuan is famed throughout 
the land... wherever he goes, scholars 
and literati are falling over each other 
in their eagerness to enlist his services.” 
He made teapots for a succession of 
people, including Wang Keting (汪柯
庭) in Tongxiang and Yang Zhongyun 
(楊中允), Cao Lianzai (曹廉齋) and 
Ma Sizan (馬思贊) in Haining, and 
was even invited by Zhang Donggu  
(張東谷) and his brothers of Haiyan 
to stay in their pavilion and make 
teapots. These famous scholars would 
personally pen the engravings on the 
teapot for an impression of refined so-
phistication. There was a popular say-
ing that went, “In the palace they gush 
about Dabin teapots; throughout the 

shapes, decoration, inscriptions, lujun 
(爐鈞) glaze, use of colored paint and 
glazes, antique-style pots and thin-
walled pots. They collectively made a 
huge mark on the history of Zisha; of 
these artists, Xu Longwen’s works are 
described in detail in the book Catalog 
of Teapots by Ao Xuanbao.

The third phase in Zisha’s histori-
cal development was the classic style of 
Chen Hongshou and Yang Pengnian 
from the mid to late Qing Dynasty. In 
1816, the 21st year of the Jiaqing era 
(1796–1820), a man from Qiantang 
in Zhejiang named Chen Hongshou, 
alias “Mansheng (曼生),” arrived in 
Liyang County in Jiangsu Province to 
take up an official posting. While there, 
he got to know some expert Yixing tea-
pot makers, including Yang Pengnian. 
Out of interest, he began to learn the 
art of teapot making: “He spent his 
spare time distinguishing between dif-
ferent grades of sand-clay and invent-
ing new shapes of teapots, designing 
eighteen different styles. He asked art-
ists such as Yang Pengnian and Shao 
Erquan (邵二泉) to make these pots.”  

This Three-Legged Ruyi Pot (三足如意紋蓋壺) by Shi Dabin (時大彬) is one of the most famous pots in all Zisha history. 
A ruyi (carved on the lid) is a ceremonial Buddhist scepter and talisman of fortune. This masterpiece is  a favorite of tea lovers. 
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This Da Han Pot (大涵壶) by Master He is gorgeously decorated. There are Song Dynasty style tea drinkers carved on the 
pot similar to the “Tea Competition” painting shown in the April 2017 Classics of Tea issue.

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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den rise and development of Zisha art. 
According to historical records, if we 
start from scholars of the Ming Zheng-
de era (1505–1521), such as Wu Shi  
(吳仕), Liu Qian (柳僉) and Yang 
Pengnian, then throughout the whole 
of the Ming and Qing dynasties the 
number of scholars who were direct-
ly or indirectly involved in Zisha art 
totals no less than ninety. This num-
ber includes political scholars, literary 
scholars, poets, calligraphers and col-
lectors such as Dong Qichang (董其
昌), Chen Jiru, Xiang Yuanbian (項
元汴), Wang Wenbo (汪文柏), Tang 
Yin (唐寅), Wen Zhenheng (文震亨), 
Chen Huangtu (陳煌圖), Shi Ruyao 
(釋如曜), Chen Hongshou, Zheng 
Banqiao (鄭板橋), Qu Ziye, Zhu Jian, 
Deng Kui, Xu Cishu (許次紓), Lu 
Xisheng (陸希聲), Duan Fang (端方), 
Wu Dacheng, Zhang Zhidong (張之
洞), Wu Changshuo (吳昌碩), Ren 
Bonian (任伯年), etc. So, what were 
the reasons behind these scholars’ in-
volvement in the world of Zisha? 

First was their love of drinking tea. 
In the mid-Ming Dynasty, compressed 
Dragon Cakes (龍團) fell from favor 
and was replaced by loose-leaf tea, a 
change that proved a turning point 
for Zisha teaware. After Shi Dabin, 
Zisha teapots had already been re-
moved from the bamboo stove where 
they once boiled water and had in-
stead been transferred to the tea table. 
In Wu Qian’s book Record of Famous 
Yangxian Pottery, he gives the follow-
ing description: “The best teapots are 
those produced in the kilns, and small 
ones are the most valuable. Each guest 
gets a personal teapot so that they can 
each drink to their hearts’ content—
it’s most enjoyable. Why do people do 
this? With small teapots, the fragrance 
does not dissipate, and the flavor is not 
diminished. Sand-clay teapots are the 
best of all, as the lid does not obstruct 
the fragrance and the pot has no stewy 
aromas.” (Again, the “small” pots of the 
Ming Dynasty were small relative to 
what came before. The trend of getting 
smaller and smaller would continue in 
the Qing with the creation and evolu-
tion of gongfu brewing in the south of 
China. Wu Qian’s book is discussing 
these very small pots as it was written 
in the Qing Dynasty.) What with the 
way that Zisha pots “become hot with-
out burning the hands,” the “bound-
less beauty” of using them every day, 

He would engrave the inscriptions on 
the pots himself, or else ask his aides Ji-
ang Tingxiang (江聽香), Gao Shuang- 
quan (高爽泉), Guo Pinjia (郭頻迦) 
or Cha Meishi (查梅史) to do it. That 
was how the prestigious “Mansheng 
pots” came on the scene, delighting 
tea drinkers and making their mark 
on Zisha history with their beautiful, 
refined new look. They represented an 
unprecedented achievement in the his-
tory of Chinese ceramics, “a destined 
union between sculptor and calligra-
pher, each bringing out the best in the 
other and producing works that were 
beautiful in both respects.” The signifi-
cance of this was that it took the shape 
and decorative style of Zisha pots to a 
new level. From Mansheng’s “Eighteen 
Styles” and the pots that were later 
commissioned by people like Qu Ziye  
(瞿子冶), Zhu Jian (朱堅), Deng Kui 
(鄧奎) and Qiao Chongxi (喬重禧), 
we can see that the art of designing and 
decorating a pot had taken on a literary 
flavor, almost to the point of becoming 
a school of thought, a philosophy: the 
lines and surfaces that flowed as natu-
rally as water and clouds, the sublime 
pairing of inscriptions and paintings, 
all offered a new form of aesthetic de-
light, elevating Zisha once more to a 
treasured form of pottery with great 
artistic significance, uniting calligra-
phy, poetry and painting in one object. 
It’s no wonder that avid collector Wu 
Dacheng (吳大澂) lamented that he 
was unable to get hold of a Mansheng 
pot. This “abstract geometrical style  
(幾何抽象型)” that teapot artists and 
calligraphers jointly invented brought 
together calligraphy, poetry, painting 
and engraving in one decorative style, 
representing the second blooming of 
Zisha teapot art in the Qing Dynasty. 

Scholars Add Momentum
Throughout the history of Chinese 

ceramics, Zisha artists have been the 
only ones to join hands with the wield-
ers of brush and ink—to collaborate 
with literary scholars and tend their 
garden of art together. They jointly 
created many peerless masterpieces 
that have made their mark on the an-
nals of history; the involvement of so 
many scholars and calligraphers unde-
niably added momentum to the sud-

and their double appeal of aesthetic 
beauty and practical function, all these 
qualities stoked the irresistible trend 
for tea-drinking among the scholarly 
classes.

Second was the attraction of Zisha 
art itself. Personality-wise, scholars 
of this era tended to be calm, refined 
types with active imaginations; when 
a bad mood hit, they would be con-
stantly anxious and agitated, and when 
moved, they would speak forcefully 
and with conviction. They wanted 
something to become attached to, to 
pour their energy into. The simple ele-
gance of Zisha art, along with the fact 
that one could embellish it with poet-
ry, calligraphy or painting, made it the 
ideal medium for their creativity.

The third reason was simply a 
Heaven-sent confluence of chances. 
During the Ming and Qing dynasties, 
a host of scholars emerged in the prov-
inces of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui and 
the Shanghai area, providing a golden 
opportunity for these scholars to be-
come involved in the nascent art of 
Zisha pottery.

The fourth reason was the need for 
self-expression. Scholars had sever-
al avenues for self-expression. Firstly, 
engraving inscriptions on the teapots. 
For example, Chen Jiru hand-carved 
inscriptions on the works of Jiang 
Bofu (蔣伯荂) and Yang Duanmu  
(楊耑木), and Cao Lianzhai (曹廉齋) 
inscribed Chen Mingyuan’s works. The 
monk Shi Ruyao (釋如曜) engraved 
an inscription on the bottom of a Zi-
sha teapot that read: “The purifying 
tree and the heart-cleansing spring; the 
Samadhi of tea, the Zen of Zhaozhou. 
On the Buddha’s birthday in the Bing-
shen year, Ruyao signed this as a gift to 
Tianran (天然, another monk).” (The 
year in question was 1596. The “puri-
fying tree” referred to in the inscription 
is another name for tea, “qingren shu, 
清人樹.”) Zheng Banqiao’s inscription 
was a poem that roughly translates 
to: “The spout  is pointed, the belly 
large, the handle rather tall; avoiding 
cold and hunger leaves one satisfied. 
Small in size, it cannot contain any-
thing large; in two or three inches 
of water, great waves billow.” Aside 
from these, other scholars including 
Yang Pengnian, Pan Yunduan (潘允
端) and Tu Zhuo (屠倬) also used to 
personally inscribe the teapots that 
they commissioned with calligraphy.  
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Zhang brothers of Haiyan invited Chen 
Mingyuan to reside on their grounds 
and make his works; Wu Yuanhua  
(伍元華) commissioned Feng Caixia  
(馮彩霞) to make the Garden of Ten 
Thousand Pines Pot (萬松園壺); and 
Wu Dacheng hired Huang Yulin (黃
玉麟) and Yu Guoliang (俞國良) to 
make pots under the seal “Ke Zhai  
(愙齋).” Thus, in Zisha art, all these 
famous scholars found a way to show 
their mastery in the aesthetics of cal-
ligraphy, painting or teapot design; if 
not an outlet for their emotions then 
it was a way to satisfy their passion for 
collecting art.

A Lone Flower
 Admiring Itself (孤芳自賞)

Compared with other types of ce-
ramic, Zisha doesn’t take up many pag-
es in the history of Chinese ceramics as 
a whole. Besides the pottery burial fig-
urines of the Han Dynasty (202 BCE–
220 CE) and the three-colored glazed 

The second avenue for self-expres-
sion was participating either directly 
or indirectly in designing the shape 
and decoration of the teapots; schol-
ars who did this included Liu Qian, 
Xiang Yuanbian, Zhao Huanguang  
(趙宦光), Dong Qichang, Gu Yu-
anqing (顧元慶), Wang Huai (汪
淮), Miao Song (繆頌), Chen Hong-
shou, Zhu Jian, Qiao Chongxi, Qu 
Ziye, Deng Kui (鄧奎), Cai Jinquan  
(蔡錦泉), Cai Kai (蔡愷), Pan 
Shicheng (潘仕成), Zhang Zidong  
(張之洞), Jin Tiezhi (金鐵芝) and 
Duan Fang. Among them, Chen 
Hongshou, Zhu Jian, Qu Ziye and 
Deng Kui were directly involved in 
designing the shape and decoration of 
the pots, while Wang Huai, Cai Jin-
quan, Cai Kai and Pan Shicheng even 
made their own teapots—hence the fa-
mous “Pan Pots (潘壺)” based on his 
designs. A third way that scholars got 
involved in Zisha art was to invite a fa-
mous teapot maker to their home to 
make teapots; for example, Chen Jiru 
commissioned Jiang Bofu to make the 
Tianlai Pavilion Pot (天賴閣壺); the 

pottery of the Tang Dynasty (618–
907), Zisha is often viewed as slight-
ly inferior, which I must say is a great 
pity. There are a few reasons for this: 

1) The objective limitations of the soci-
ety, culture and economy: During the 
Ming and Qing dynasties, tea drinking 
was a cultured activity limited to the 
upper echelons of society, and Zisha-
ware only became involved in the ac-
tivity of tea drinking thanks to the fa-
vor of scholars in the Jiangnan region; 
it didn’t find a wider audience among 
the middle and working classes. From 
the examples of Zisha pots that sur-
vived as heirlooms or have been exca-
vated from archaeological digs, finely 
crafted pots with maker’s signatures far 
outnumber those of ordinary quality, 
which indicates their association with 
the upper classes. 

2) The subjective limitations of schol-
ar’s preferences and their impact on the 
fame and price of Zisha: One historical 
record contains the passage, “for pour-
ing tea, nothing is better than a sand-

This is the famous Dao Ding Pot (道鼎壺) by Master He that is discussed in this and the previous issue. It is our all-time 
favorite pot by him, representing a cauldron stewing the Dao, brimming with spirit. What a glory!

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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the Tang Dynasty, Emperor Xuanzong 
(reign 712–756) liked a round, full 
style of calligraphy, so this style was 
in fashion for a while; the calligrapher 
Yan Zhenqing (顏真卿) particularly 
excelled at it. During the Qing Dy-
nasty, Kangxi (reign 1661–1722) and 
Qianlong (reign 1735–1796) emper-
ors admired the handwriting of Dong 
Qichang (董其昌) and Zhao Zi’ang  
(趙子昂), so their calligraphy became 
“esteemed throughout the land” and 
became the model for study in the 
Qing imperial palace. One might ask: 
was Zishaware ever made to order for 
the emperor? 

clay pot, and there are no teapots finer 
than those from Yangxian; knowing 
this, people place enormous value on 
them, which has rendered them as pre-
cious as gold and jade.” Other records 
say, “At the Jingling tomb there were 
fifty three-footed copper cauldrons and 
more than ten thousand pottery vessels 
from Jingxi” and “One pot is valued 
at three thousand [coins].” As for the 
works of famous masters such as Gong 
Chun and Shi Dabin, they were “as 
valuable as gold and precious jade, and 
almost all of them have been snapped 
up by collectors far and wide.” We 
can see from this how rare they were. 
And how could something so rare and 
expensive ever make its way into the 
homes of ordinary people? The days of 
affordable Zisha teapots were still very 
far off.

3) The lack of value placed on Zisha 
by the ruling class: In feudal societies, 
the trends and preferences of the ruling 
class have a huge influence over the en-
tire population, changing trends from 
the top down. For example, during 

According to a line from a poem in the 
“seven character” format by Lin Gudu 
(林古度), “The pottery officer at Jingxi 
is in charge of pottery.” Therefore, it 
seems we can conclude that “The Yangx-
ian imperial tribute office was estab-
lished in the Ming Dynasty.” However, 
Zishaware wasn’t as popular as other 
ceramics. Artists such as Shao Yuting  
(邵玉亭) and Yang Jiguang (楊繼光)  
made pots to order for the imperial 
household during the Qing Yongzheng 
(1722–1735) and Qianlong eras. One 
of these pots was engraved with this 
lovely poem by the Qianlong Emperor, 
which is rare:

The Weaving Princess casts her shuttle, embroidering countless
Reflections massed amid clusters of ten thousand clouds.
Created by water nymphs designing spring gowns,
Beyond the horizon, Wind and Moon envy the clear, delicate flowers.

—Translated by Steven D. Owyoung
錦梭不籍天孫擲
練影中堆萬簇雲
設與水仙作春服
天邊風月傲清華

乾隆帝

This Sixteen Bamboo Pot (十六竹壺) by Master He demonstrates his mastery of the classic style. It is also amongst our 
favorite of all his pots. We find it soft, elegant, yet strong with a fine detail that pulls you in.
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In Praise of Clay (西江月·頌陶),” 
which puts it rather well: “Earth is the 
Mother of Life; Clay is the adornment 
of Man.” Clay and potters form a pair, 
nurtured by Heaven and Earth, Yin 
and Yang. Harmony between water, 
fire, wood and metal, and a sympho-
ny of musical notes—gong (宮), shang  
(商), jue (角), zhi (徵) and yu (羽)—
all converge to form a vast ocean of 
clay vessels, like a manifestation of Na-
ture’s myriad creations.

The development of Zisha vessels, 
from the Song Dynasty’s “water ket-
tles” that were placed on a stove to the 
Ming and Qing dynasties’ “marvelous 
vessels for pouring tea,” for which “the 
artist practiced over and over, sitting 
on a fishing platform,” cannot be un-
derstood as simply “progress sparked 
by wisdom” or “the result of chance.” 
Rather, the whole story is one of an 
organic union of the right time, place 
and people. The “time” factor was the 
development of tea art and progress in 
tea drinking methods; the “place” fac-
tor was the discovery of raw Zisha clay 
resources in the region; the “people” 
factor was the proliferation of schol-
ars and literati in the Jiangnan region, 
bringing an air of glory to Yixing. The 
people involved provided the main 
driving force behind the development 
of Zisha art. So, what were the real 
reasons for Zisha’s journey to become 
“clay of clays, art of arts,” “the pearl of 
the East and the gem of China”? Be-
low, we will discuss this from three dif-
ferent angles.

Qualities of Zisha Art
Zisha art has a profound signifi-

cance for a number of reasons. First-
ly, Purple-Sand clay’s unique quality 
makes it a natural treasure, a blessing 
from the Heavens bestowed upon 
Mount Ding in Yixing. What makes it 
so special is not only its unique “dou-
ble porous structure” and its degree 
of hardness that sets it between most 
pottery and porcelain, but also the fact 
that these things make it an excellent 
material for tea vessels, especially for 
brewing and storing it. From the Ming 
Wanli era (1573–1620) onwards, 
it has earned praise throughout the  
Jiangnan region, with Zhou Rong (周
容) writing in his Record of Yixing Ce-
ramic Teapots (宜興瓷壺記), “When 
it comes to tea in Wuzong today,  

The Palace Museum in the For-
bidden City not only houses this pot, 
but also has a square pot bearing the 
seal “Made in the Qianlong era” and 
a “Yongzheng Imperial Tribute Office” 
pot. However, from an archaeological 
perspective, this does not prove that 
the imperial household lent its sup-
port to the Zisha industry, and it also 
doesn’t mean that we can conflate Zi-
sha with the porcelainware produced 
at the official imperial kilns. It seems 
very obvious that porcelainware had a 
much greater appeal in the palace and 
was beloved by the royals and the no-
bles who were influenced by the taste 
of the throne.

4) The inaccessibility of sales channels: 
Pottery shops that exclusively sold 
Zishaware were extremely rare during 
the Ming and Qing dynasties. In terms 
of textual records, in Zhang Dai’s 
Dreamy Recollections of the Pottery Tem-
ple, he mentions a shop named “Cross-
ing the Bridge (進橋店)” at Mount 
Ming, about five miles north of Wuxi 
County, and another shop called “The 
House of Fragrant Snow (香雪居)” 
among the “thirteen houses” next to 
the Tianning Temple at Yangzhou that 
sold “Yixing jars” and “locally-pro-
duced Yixing sand-clay teapots.” So, 
in summary, factors such as the exor-
bitant prices of Zisha and the rarity of 
pots made by famous masters, the lack 
of value placed on Zishaware by the 
ruling class, and the lack of sales op-
portunities all meant that even though 
Zisha enjoyed a positive reputation, 
it was like the proverbial “lone flower 
admiring itself,” without gaining more 
widespread attention. 

Mastery of Generations
Zisha art represents the mastery of 

generations of artisans over water, fire 
and clay; their way of asserting agency 
over their material environment within 
the social, historical and technological 
background of their time. They relied 
on their powers of insight and obser-
vation to take their discoveries about 
the laws of Nature and apply them to 
creating this art form, displaying the 
truth and wonder of the development 
of human society. Famous author, ar-
chaeologist and poet Guo Moruo (郭
沫若) wrote the following line in his 
poem “Moon Over the West River:  

the teapot absolutely must be Yixing 
ceramic; this began in the Wanli era...” 
This reflects the fact that its delightful 
color and luster could hold its own 
against porcelain, with its hues of blue, 
white, honey, pale green and deep red. In 
his Essay on Yangxian Porcelain Teapots  
(陽羡磁壺賦), Wu Meiding (吳梅鼎) 
wrote a wonderfully vivid and detailed 
description: “In terms of the variations 
in the colors of the clay, Zisha can be 
any shade from dark to light. Some 
clays are the deep purple of grapes, 
others the greenish-yellow of citrus 
fruits; some are the delicate green of 
new Paulownia shoots, others the rich 
green of jade. Some are the yellow of 
dewy sunflowers, with a faint trace of 
osmanthus.” In fact, Zisha clay only 
comes in a few varieties. It’s only when 
blended that it displays colors like 
chestnut brown, vermilion, azure blue, 
copper, crabapple-blossom, sunflower 
yellow, pear-skin green, greenish-grey, 
dark inky green, fresh Paulownia 
green, “big red robe (大紅袍)” or dark 
brown—a dazzling array of colors that 
originate in Nature, yet somehow sur-
pass it. Artists such as Shi Dabin, Xu 
Youquan (徐友泉), Chen Zhongmei 
(陳仲美) and Shen Junyong (沈君
用) were consummate masters of clay 
blending, each producing works that 
almost have a Heavenly touch to them; 
this was known as “marvelous colors 
that the Heavens forgot to create.” Of 
course, firing temperature creates a va-
riety of colors as well.

Secondly, Zisha has a lot of unique 
practical qualities, most important-
ly its superior suitability for drinking 
tea: “When it comes to teapots, those 
made from sand clay are the best of all; 
the lid does not diminish the fragrance, 
and there is no cooked, stewy smell  
(熟湯氣). Thus, when (these pots are) 
used for brewing tea, the natural fla-
vor of the tea is not lost, and the col-
or and fragrance are both preserved. 
Porcelain teapots are too dense (less 
porous), which can result in over-
brewed tea and does not preserve the 
fragrance well.” Other types of pot-
tery vessels are not dense enough, 
which makes it easy for “the fragrance 
to dissipate.” No wonder scholars en-
graved phrases like, “A cup of pure tea 
can brew a poetic mood” and “Stone 
and spring, Meng Ding (蒙頂) leaf; 
fresh in the mouth, to wash away the 
dust” on the bottom of their teapots.  

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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圓形提樑壺

This Round Beam Pot (圓形提樑壺) made by He Dao Hong has a beam handle that seems to float. The sturdy spout con-
nects to the body to create a forward line, which echoes with the curved lifting beam and cloud-like lid.
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Yixing County (重修宜興縣志) states 
that Shi Dabin’s pots routinely fetched 
prices as high as those of rubber gum 
and pearls, while for Shao Daheng’s  
(邵大亨) pots, “even a thousand gold 
pieces will not suffice to purchase a 
single pot.” When it was said of Zisha, 
“How is it that it is even more precious 
than pearls or jade rings?” It was re-
ally not a myth. From ancient times, 
people already knew how precious 
and difficult to craft Zisha pots were; 
to craft a masterful pot, or even a very 
good quality one, “each (work) uses up 
tiring months or years, draining the 
artist’s knowledge and thoughts to the 
very last drop.” Naturally, this limited 
the volume of works that could be pro-
duced, contributing to their rarity and 
value: “I have always had this hobby, 
this hankering; yet I fear that the rare 
objects I long for are hard to come by.” 
When people like Chen Mansheng (陳
曼生) and Qu Ziye added their callig-
raphy, paintings and carved seal-script 
characters to the pots, the art of Zisha 
pottery developed a natural affinity 
with these other art forms, further in-
creasing its value.

Fourthly, Zisha has a unique and 
wonderful artistic value. Compared 
with any other types of ceramic ves-
sels, the artful grace embodied by Zi-
sha works really does stand out above 
the rest. When a single artist works 
on a pot, the hand and heart must 
be in perfect union: “The seams must 
not be off by a hair’s breadth, nor the 
regularity of the shapes by the slight-
est fraction.” It really is supernaturally 
fine work. In terms of designing the 
shape, many teapot artists collaborated 
with scholars to design it together; not 
only did they “easily produce myriad 
marvelous forms and cleverly strive 
for all kinds of new shapes,” but their 
creations also embodied the essence of 
Eastern civilization, with influences 
from religions such as Buddhism and 
Daoism, Neo-Confucian Rationalism 
and traditional historical perspectives. 
In terms of decoration, Zisha pots 
afforded a boundless space for the 
imagination, with artists and scholars 
once more joining forces to blaze new 
trails, blending Zisha art with callig-
raphy, poetry, painting and zhuanshu 
seal script engraving to create brand-
new decorative possibilities for Zisha 
pots, leading people to hail their works 
as the ultimate in artistic perfection.  

Chen Mingyuan inscribed the lines, 
“In replication of the East Mound 
style, to attain the fragrant scent of 
Snow Milk” directly on his teapots. In 
addition, teapots had no less value in 
terms of appreciation and collectability 
than paintings, calligraphy and other 
art forms; a teapot’s color and luster, 
its shape and the paintings or calligra-
phy by famous scholars that decorated 
it made it into three works of art in 
one. Zhou Gaoqi wrote a poem that 
testifies to this: “...a vessel just like a 
wine vessel or a cauldron. ... Rolling up 
my sleeves, I stroke (the pot) and smile 
at my guests; lines of verse line up one 
after another on the table.” Gao Shiqi 
(高士奇), for his part, engraved this 
verse: “When writing out the Scrip-
tures, don’t loosen the grip; A child-
like heart, loving and playful, remains 
innocent and young.” The works of 
modern masters are seen even more as 
valuable treasures, worthy of collecting 
and displaying. It’s also worth men-
tioning the wonderfully different feel-
ing that emerges after using a teapot 
for a while, as described in this passage 
from the Record of Famous Yangxian 
Teapots: “Teapots come in wondrously 
varied forms; when pouring or holding 
tea, they glimmer as beautifully as rosy 
clouds at dawn; it is truly the work of 
the Heavens, whether pots numbering 
in the thousands or just one single ves-
sel. After an extended period of use, 
washing and wiping the pot every day, 
it takes on a dark, shining luster and 
is nimble in the hand.” From our own 
practical experience, we can indeed no-
tice that after a long period of brewing 
tea in a certain pot, the tea permeates 
the clay, taking the luster and artistic 
expression of the pot even closer to 
perfection and making every moment 
of tea drinking an even more captivat-
ing experience.

Thirdly, Zisha is uniquely high in 
value. The value of Zisha teapots is 
based on their crafting techniques, the 
artistic appeal of the designs, the callig-
raphy and paintings by famous schol-
ars that embellish them, the artists’ sig-
natures and the rarity of the pots. For 
example, pots made by Gong Chun 
were “all different in style; although 
they are ceramic ware, they are highly 
prized within China. ...because of this, 
reputed nobles, high officials and lofty 
scholars do not hesitate to pay very 
high prices for them.” Revised Records of 

In summary, the uniqueness of Zisha 
art stems from the way that the craft-
ers’ skills, designs and decorative tech-
niques reached the pinnacle of artistic 
heights.

Elements of Creating
 Zisha Teapots

Zisha art captures the spirit of Na-
ture and contains the wisdom of hu-
mankind. It harnesses the imagination 
to gather the vast, ancient influences of 
Chinese civilization in one pot, form-
ing its aesthetic value. This is mainly 
displayed via the following three ele-
ments:

i) Unsurpassed Handcrafting
Zisha clay has a unique internal 

structure, made up of scale-like par-
ticles, which makes it very malleable. 
Previous generations of artisans inher-
ited the “circular clay technique (圈
泥法, handspun potter’s wheel)” that 
originated in the Yixing region as early 
as the Eastern Han Dynasty (25–220 
CE). With this method as a founda-
tion, they also assimilated the tradi-
tional arts and crafts and techniques 
of inlaying to gradually develop the 
“clay sheets and inlaid edges (泥片鑲
接成型法)” (slab building) technique 
that is unique in the world of ceram-
ics. With this invention, they created 
an unlimited space to experiment with 
the shape and form of Zisha pots.

Handcrafting a teapot is an ex-
tremely complex process, which re-
quires someone with abundant nat-
ural talent to put in an extraordinary 
amount of hard work before they can 
employ the necessary techniques with 
ease. As one record puts it, “Master 
teapot artists... each have their own 
special methods, and they do not 
share their secrets.” Gong Chun craft-
ed his teapots “using carved wood as 
a mold,” while Shi Dabin “understood 
the techniques, and abandoned the use 
of molds.” Three Records of Dreams of 
the Past (前塵夢影三錄) describes 
the way Yang Pengnian crafted the 
spout of a teapot: “He did not use a 
mold, and although he just shaped it 
by hand however he wanted, his pots 
had a natural order to them.” The lids 
of Shi Dabin’s teapots “fit smoothly in 
place with a simple gesture, and when 
lifting them, they lift up the whole 
teapot with suction (吸起全壼).”  

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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or hardness of the clay during the pro-
cess of shaping, drying and firing. It 
also requires practical experience of 
shrinkage rates, in order to overcome 
the technical difficulties associated 
with joins and warping. An artist’s 
sense of self-appreciation and rigorous 
standards when it comes to making 
pots are also very important, as evi-
denced in Shi Dabin’s sentiments: “If 
it is too soft, I smash it” and “I do not 
keep a single unsatisfactory pot.” So, 
in crafting a teapot, the artist must be 
as sensitive and certain of their hand 
as a painter or calligrapher holding a 
brush; fine and coordinated work is re-
quired to conjure a work of art from 
between one’s fingers.

ii) “Almost Heavenly” Design
The greatest appeal of Zisha teapots 

lies in their shape and style, their myr-
iad forms and boundless wonderful 
variations: “Each square pot has a dif-
ferent style, and each round pot a dif-
ferent look.” This allure is what enticed 
Ming Dynasty artist Chen Zhongmei 
to abandon the Jingdezhen porcelain 
industry in order to turn his attention 
to Zisha art, and what attracted many 
other scholars and literary types to try 
their hand at the art form. Qu Ziye from 

Even if “the lid could not lift the whole 
teapot, if you lifted it with your hand, 
you would not be able to move it; 
his fame really is deserved.” On Fa-
mous Teapots (茗壼說) praised Shao 
Daheng’s teapot art, describing his 
works as “upright and well-formed, 
appealing to scholars and laypeople 
alike. Their spouts are natural and 
well-proportioned, the lids straight 
and close-fitting—even if you turn 
them upside-down, they will not lose 
their hats.” The priceless Mansheng 
Pots also display Yang Pengnian’s orig-
inal elements: their handles are “stuck” 
closely to the sides of the teapot, to the 
point that “there was no trace of a visi-
ble join.” In addition, there are numer-
ous other records putting the praises of 
these artist’s works on paper, admiring 
their “beautiful carvings, skillful ex-
ecution down to the finest detail, su-
perior structure and refined knife en-
gravings, superior material and skillful 
hand-carved decoration.”

To complete a Zisha teapot, aside 
from a certain number of common-
ly used tools, the artist also needs to 
make some specialized tools according 
to the shape of the pot. This requires 
creativity on the part of the artist, as 
well as good control over the softness 

the South and Zhang Zidong from the 
North happily immersed themselves in 
the world of Zisha, styling themselves 
with the somewhat boastful title of 
“Honorable Gentlemen of the Teapot 
(壼公).” During the Qing Yongzheng 
era, the official imperial kilns at Jing-
dezhen even began making reproduc-
tions that imitated Yixing Zisha styles. 
All of this demonstrates the powerful 
appeal of Zisha art styles—but what 
was behind this strong attraction? One 
factor is that the hand-crafting process 
for Zisha Purple-Sand clay pots differs 
from the process of making wheel-
spun porcelain; the former knows no 
limits, while the latter is subject to the 
constraints of the crafting method. 

The second factor is that Zisha piec-
es are not glazed and are not subject to 
blemishes, which showcases the beau-
tiful texture of the clay to perfection, 
resulting in a harmonious visual expe-
rience, where the artistic effect remains 
completely calm and undisturbed. 

The third factor was the involve-
ment of literary scholars, who acted 
as a bridge connecting Zisha art with 
Chinese culture as a whole. Gao Jiang- 
cun (高江村) once wrote a poem with 
lines that capture this sentiment beau-
tifully: 

The design, simple yet detailed, truly exquisite.
Lightweight for carrying in a woven bamboo case.
Mountain folk swear dearly to its superiority.
Pure spring water best steeps the buds of the three months of spring.

—Translated by Steven D. Owyoung

高士奇
詠紫砂壺
規制古樸複細膩
輕便可入筠籠攜
山家雅供稱第一
清泉好瀹三春荑

This Golden Law Pot (金律壺) by Master He is a gorgeous geometrical pot with duanni flecks.
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Qing Yongzheng era. So, in choosing 
the peach motif, the artist Shengsi  
(聖思) was catering to the tastes of 
the time. The more unique part is that 
he chose to make this peach so huge 
and plump, with peach branches at-
tached to the fruit, sculpted with a 
rough, crooked appearance and a hol-
low interior. Through these features, 
he expressed the literary reference and 
meaning implicit in the piece: “this 
peach tree bears fruit once every three 
thousand years.” (This is a reference to 
the peaches of immortality from Dao-
ist mythology, which is also featured 
prominently in Journey to the West.) 
He extended the peach branches up 
above the edge of the cup to form the 
handle and added “feet” in the shape 
of branches, leaves and small peach-
es at the bottom of the peach-shaped 
cup to turn it into a three-footed ding-
style vessel. The branches and leaves 
sculpted on the outside of the peach 
are irregular and luxuriant yet well-
spaced, conveying a sense that they 
are blowing in the wind and creating 
a unique, sagely sense of artistry. The 

Of course, fully describing the 
deep layers of significance behind the 
design of Zisha teapots is easier said 
than done. Below I will provide two 
examples in an attempt to at least give 
a general idea.

The first example is the Shengsi 
Peach Cup (聖思桃杯). This vessel 
was originally part of the personal 
collection of Mr. Chu Nanqiang (儲
南強) from Yixing, and was donated 
to the national collection in 1952. It 
now resides at the Nanjing Museum. 
In Chinese culture, the peach is a sym-
bol of longevity and protection from 
evil; the Book of Songs (詩經) and the 
Discussion of Foundational Studies (初
學論) describe it as “the face of a beau-
tiful woman” and “the most exquisite 
of the five trees.” The Chinese classic 
Journey to the West (西遊記) also lends 
the peach a mystical air. Handcrafted 
items shaped like peaches can be found 
throughout Chinese history, from the 
Han Dynasty White Jade Peach of Im-
mortality Cup to a peach-shaped silver 
plate from the Tang Dynasty or a gold 
and coral peach-shaped box from the 

whole peach is rooted in Nature yet 
also transcends Nature; while there’s 
nothing artificial or affected about it, it 
still holds a mysterious and incompa-
rable artistic beauty. All of this makes 
this peach cup a truly masterful piece 
of art, expressed through the approach, 
“from thought to concrete object back 
to thought again.”

The second example is the Daheng 
Bamboo Bunch Bagua-Pattern Zisha 
Pot (大亨束竹八卦紋壺). There are 
countless examples of bamboo-themed 
art throughout Chinese culture, in-
cluding songs and poems, paintings, 
and carvings; it’s a popular belief that 
“the properties of bamboo are inextri-
cably associated with a person’s char-
acter and behavior.” For example, Mr. 
Liang Liuxiao (梁劉孝) wrote the fol-
lowing metaphor in his “Ode to Bam-
boo (詠竹詩)”: “Bamboo grows in the 
wild countryside, its lofty tips tower-
ing to the clouds. No one appreciates 
its noble principles; all it can do is hold 
firm to its own aspirations. It does not 
debase itself like concubine bamboo, 
mottled with the tears of courtesans 

Shengsi Peach Cup (聖思桃杯) 
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(伏羲八卦, one of the eight divinato-
ry trigrams from the Book of Changes) 
sculpted in relief, with the lid knob 
featuring the Diagram of the Supreme 
Ultimate (Taiji, 太極, the Yin and 
Yang symbol) that is visible when look-
ing down at the teapot from above. He 
sculpted a circle of 64 bamboo stems 
forming the body of the pot and used 
a further 32 short sections of bamboo 
in four groups of eight to form the 
four feet of the teapot, which are most 
visible when the teapot is viewed from 
the side. The spout and handle are hor-
izontally balanced on either side of the 
pot and feature a dragon motif, rep-
resentative of Chinese culture. It begs 
the question: who else could success-
fully express an ancient school of phil-
osophical thought so thoroughly and 
vividly in the form of a single teapot? 
It truly is an unprecedented feat in the 
world of ceramic design.

The third example is a Zisha teapot 
made by Yang Pengnian and signed 
by Mansheng; this pot is a represen-
tative example of the famous Man-
sheng pots and was deeply admired 

(see our tea “Mottled Bamboo” on the 
website); it refuses to become a zith-
er, played to entertain the royal court. 
Whosoever makes the bamboo into a 
flute and plays it will hear its sound, 
like the cry of a dragon.” This is an ex-
cellent portrayal of bamboo and what 
it represents. Master teapot craftsman 
Shao Daheng poured his extraordi-
nary skill and artistic mastery into this 
work; not only did he sculpt 64 long 
sections of bamboo and 32 short ones 
joined neatly in a row, giving an im-
pression of elegance and fresh green 
tones, but he also achieved this with-
out leaving the slightest toolmark or 
trace of having fixed any errors. The 
whole piece has a smooth, fluid quality 
to it, giving the impression that it was 
finished easily in a single stroke. Even 
more impressive is the way he uses 
the motif of bamboo to showcase the 
design language of the piece; this em-
bodies the philosophy from the Book 
of Changes (I Ching, 易經): “One is di-
vided into two, and divided again into 
all of creation.” He embellished the 
lid of the pot with fuxi bagua patterns  

by Chen Hongshou (whose alias was 
“Mansheng”). Among the paintings 
by Chen Hongshou housed in the 
Shanghai Museum collection, there is 
a painting entitled “Chrysanthemum 
Teapot (壺菊圖)” that depicts this pot 
alongside the inscription, “Mr. Yang 
Pengnian makes teapots after the fash-
ion of Gong and Shi; I love these pots, 
and I also design teapots as a hobby, 
yet I have never managed to make 
any as fine as this. So, I have made 
this painting so that fellow enthusiasts 
may appreciate it, too. Signed, Chen 
Hongshou, the Fisherman of the West 
Lake, also known as ‘Mangong (曼
龔).’” Compared to the previous two 
works discussed here, this pot clearly 
conveys a different feeling: if the de-
sign language of the other two pots 
was expressed through a declaration 
of passion, through sumptuous grace 
and bold strokes, then the design in-
tent of this pot was expressed through 
deep inner meaning beneath a simple, 
serene exterior. Mansheng pots are 
widely known for their simple lines, 
beautifully proportioned composition.  

Mansheng Pot (曼生壺)
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flowers who share one stalk. Many art-
ists have contributed to the develop-
ment of decorative art throughout the 
history of Zisha, including Dong Han, 
Shi Dabin, Xu Shiheng (徐士衡), Ou 
Zhengchun, Shao Gai (邵蓋), Chen 
Zhongmei, Shen Junyong, Shengsi, 
Chen Mingyuan, Chen Hanwen (陳
漢文), Shao Yuting, Wang Nanlin (王
南林), Yang Youlan, Hua Fengxiang, 
Chen Hongshou, Qu Ziye, Yang Peng-
nian and Zhu Jian. They contributed 
many techniques to Zisha teapot dec-
oration, including designing the lines 
and shapes, relief sculpture, three-di-
mensional sculpture, openwork, clay 
blending, sprinkling sand on the sur-
face of the pot (like our “Starry Sky” 
pots), clay painting, colored glazes, lu-
jun glazing, engraving and inlaying. It 
is thanks to their untiring efforts that 
we are now accustomed to categoriz-
ing Zisha pots into nature-inspired or 
geometrical pots, and by the myriad 
different decorative techniques, giv-
ing rise to different artistic styles such 
as segmented (jinwen, 筋紋), carved 
(diao lou, 雕鏤), flowerware (hua huo, 
花貨) and plain pots (su qi, 素器), 
styles that have lasted until today.

The number-one decorative tech-
nique used in the art of decorating Zi-
sha teapots is engraving. This method 
originated in the late Ming and early 
Qing and was developed into a unique 
decorative art of its own by artists such 
as Chen Mansheng and Qu Ziye. The 
subjects of these decorative engravings 
vary widely, and can incorporate cal-
ligraphy, poetry, painting and carved 
seals. These have collectively added a 
lot of artistic interest to plain pots with 
abstract geometrical shapes; on one 
hand, the decoration and the pot com-
plement each other, and on the oth-
er hand, the decorative elements also 
serve to provoke thought or offer some 
moral guidance to the viewer. For ex-
ample, the Well Pot, shaped like an 
ancient water well, bears an inscription 
brimming with poetic imagery: “The 
stone of the southern mountain was 
used to build a well; lasting through 
the ages, it helps my writing flow.” In 
addition, when Chen Mansheng de-
signed his famed eighteen pot styles, 
they were each complemented by an 
inscription; for example, the Bamboo 
Hat Pot bears the words, “A bamboo 
hat shades from the heat; tea quench-
es the thirst. So, are they one thing 

The original decorative style that em-
ploys painting, calligraphy and seal 
script engraving—an abstract language 
that has a beginning yet no end—has 
left a strong impression extending into 
the modern day. The lid of this pot 
extends from the body to form a half-
sphere, and the bridge-style lid knob 
conveys a feeling of “emptiness within 
form.” The place where the lid joins 
the pot is designed in the inlaid style, 
with the surfaces of the lid and the pot 
sitting flush with each other, giving the 
impression that the join “seems to ex-
ist but does not,” and thus embodying 
the philosophical idea of “conflict ver-
sus unity.” The energy flows through 
the whole body of the pot, the outer 
surfaces as vast as a plain, and the in-
side embodies the saying, “inside the 
teapot is an entire universe; inside the 
cup, the days and months pass slow-
ly.” The base of the pot is as steady as 
a boulder; the curves and angles of the 
pot call forth an unending stream of 
images: a mountain, a breast, jade, a 
person’s skin... The slender and slightly 
upturned spout blends seamlessly into 
the body of the pot, while the smooth, 
free curve of the handle seems to con-
ceal some mysterious, profound phi-
losophy that also manages to appear 
secure and invulnerable. With this 
use of clean lines to express the design 
language of the pot and convey such 
a sense of carefree ease, it’s no wonder 
this work piqued the interest of a con-
noisseur like Chen Hongshou.

From the above discussion, we can 
glean the following insights regard-
ing a successful Zisha teapot design: 
if it takes a Nature-inspired shape, it 
should capture the soul of Nature and 
translate it into the spirit of the physi-
cal object; if it is inspired by ancient or 
antique vessels, it should be elegant and 
dignified, embodying centuries of his-
torical change; if it involves an abstract 
geometrical composition, it should be 
simple and frank, holding within it a 
feeling of emptiness and space, allow-
ing the imagination to wander freely... 
In summary, what differentiates Zisha 
and elevates it above other forms of ce-
ramic art is its “supreme unity and mu-
tual reflection of form and language.”

iii) The Distinctive Decorative Style
The art of decorating a Zisha pot 

derives from the art of designing the 
overall shape; the two are like twin 

or two? This I cannot say.” To put it 
a different way, the vigor and elegant 
simplicity of the calligraphy and seal 
script embodied by these teapot in-
scriptions gives quite a different feel-
ing than calligraphy on writing paper, 
offering a new sort of artistic appeal to 
the viewer.

It’s also worth mentioning some 
classic examples of decorative tech-
niques that make clever use of the 
natural defects in the pot to convey a 
sense of beauty. It is well known that 
the earliest examples of finding beauty 
in blemishes emerged in the Song Dy-
nasty among the porcelain produced 
by the Ge, Guan and Ru kilns, with 
the cracks in the glaze forming what 
were dubbed “gold and iron threads” 
and “purple mouths and iron feet.” 
These natural “flaws” became embel-
lishments, adding a new appeal to 
these porcelain vessels. If the clay used 
for a Zisha piece is not uniform, or the 
colors of clay are not cleanly separated 
during production, it can give rise to 
a “flawed” effect termed “impurities” 
or “flowered clay.” Teapot master Shi 
Dabin, with his unique perception, de-
cided to embrace and make use of this 
systemic problem instead of running 
from it. The Yangxian Teapot Series re-
cords that he would mix the mineral 
salammoniac into the clay (或雜碙砂
土), resulting in an unexpected love-
ly effect in some of Dabin’s pots: they 
were “studded with glimmering silver 
sand, as brilliant as stars in the sky.” 
The modern-day decorative techniques 
of sprinkling on sand, twisting the clay 
and embedding clay are all copies of 
this method of using the “impurities” 
in Zisha clay to achieve an aesthetic 
effect.

This is Daheng's (大亨) Bamboo 
Bunch Bagua-Pattern Zisha Pot  
(束竹八卦紋壺) discussed on the 
previous page. It is rich in detail 
and symbolism, capturing tea's long 
relationship with the cosmology of 
China and the self-cultivation of 
Chajin, then and now.
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立
竹
茶
具



This Standing Bamboo Tea Set (立竹茶具) is made of duanni clay (段泥) mixed 
with some lovely green highlights. The pot and cups are designed in the shape of a 
bamboo trunk, but one bending in the wind, with strong, forceful and vivid beds. This 
highlights the virtue of bamboo: its flexibility. All the attached parts are shaped into 
young bamboo branches, knots and leaves. All the handles feel like bamboo, and the 
leaves of each handle work together beautifully with the spout on the pot and space on 
the cups. Notice the balance between the handle and the spout, as well as the harmony 
between the pieces and the space around them. As we discussed in the previous issue, it 
is helpful to think of the relationship between the spout and the handle as a horse and 
its reins—the stronger the horse is pulling forward, the stronger the reigns need to be 
yanked back to balance the pot. The harmony of details in this set is really captivating, 
and pulls you in. Look at the space between the body and the handle, for example, and 
notice the harmony between the vivid curves, the nodes of the bamboo body and the 
knots of the handle—they align so gracefully. The cup saucers also are rectangular, 
which frame the cups in a lovely way. Master He made many Nature-inspired pieces, 
including several sets and pots with a similar bamboo motif, but this is our favorite. 
It has a Western influence, which Master He discusses in his essays, including the one 
on the following page. The main feature for us is the exaggerated movement of the 
bamboo, which exemplifies Master He’s bold and billowy style, which is now copied 
by hundreds of artists. The bamboo seems alive, and is filled with Qi, as though it is 
soft and expanding before our very eyes. The harmony of form and color ground this 
movement. This set is truly a masterpiece of Zishaware and a testament to the creativ-
ity and skill of its maker.
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naturally phased out—Nature-in-
spired pots with an inharmonious 
balance between complexity and sim-
plicity, for example, or plain pots that 
didn’t achieve the ideal of being “nat-
ural and unembellished, like a lotus 
blossom emerging from a clear pond.” 
And those pots which were too big, 
too small, too thin and fragile or were 
fashioned in overly bizarre shapes were 
only fit for decorative purposes, or to 
serve as secondary backup items.

It’s inextricably linked to the expression 
of the clay’s intrinsic qualities.

The natural, skin-like textural qual-
ity that Zisha clay displays, its rich 
variety of delightful colors, the jade-
smooth feeling it acquires after pro-
longed use and the practical quality of 
being dense without losing permeabili-
ty to the air: all of these things make Zi-
sha stand out above the rest. So, a work 
of Zisha art must aim to fully bring 
out the superior quality of the clay; 
although it doesn’t necessarily have 
to be fully revealed at a single glance, 
there should still be a certain propor-
tion of the surface left unadorned to let 
its gentle, simple and dignified nature 
shine through. In terms of decorative 
elements, it’s important not to veer 
into the territory of adding so much 
superfluous detail that it overpowers 
the overall effect of the pot. If you ap-
ply glaze or cosmetic clay all over the 
whole pot, cover it in inscriptions, 
designs or stamped seals without any 
clear sense of composition, or stick a 
mess of leaves and twigs unevenly all 
over it or go overboard with flowery 
embellishments, then you will end 
up obscuring the natural quality and 
appeal of Zisha clay. So, the maker of 
a Zisha teapot must seek to create re-
fined elegance, harmony with Nature 
and mysterious perfection, like smooth 
jade or an astronomical phenomenon. 
The aesthetic of the pot must be such 
that its essence finds a unique expres-
sion through its spirit, interest, appeal 
and flavor, each harmoniously echoing 

The emergence and development 
of Zishaware was intimately linked 
to the evolution of tea-producing re-
gions, tea-drinking fashions, tea-brew-
ing methods and the vessels associated 
with them. Hence, Zishaware absorbed 
all the influences of life, people’s tastes, 
ideals and aesthetic sensibilities, all 
the while seeking through every era to 
embody the spirit of Chinese culture. 
No attempt to imitate it has ever come 
close; it resolutely displayed the style of 
each era, and even if it made bold leaps 
in terms of the natural forms it imitat-
ed or the abstract shapes it took on, the 
changing times did not sway the inher-
ent nature of the art form. In this sense, 
Zisha is the same as any other form of 
ceramic art; they are all a product of 
the society of their time, embodying 
the influences of the era that produced 
them and bearing the indelible stamp 
of life during that particular time. This 
is the overarching rule behind the de-
velopment of Zisha art. 

To discuss the development of Zi-
sha, we must go back to the beginning 
and acknowledge its roots in daily life, 
as an item that served a function. It is 
from these roots in everyday life that it 
has grown to higher places. From a wa-
ter kettle that was placed atop a stove, 
the Zisha teapot has gradually evolved 
into a faithful tea companion that peo-
ple delight in handling as they brew, 
and even into an esteemed collector’s 
item. This whole course of evolution 
was reliant on the emerging popular-
ity of tea-drinking, by the allure of the 
art form’s aesthetic appeal, and by the 
desire it triggered to understand the 
objective world through thought and 
emotion. From this, it’s not hard to see 
why the teapots that were able to adapt 
to historical trends and form the bulk 
of Zishaware over the ages were those 
works that took inspiration from Na-
ture, whose handles and spouts were 
easy to grasp and use, whose color was 
simple and elegant and whose decora-
tion gave just the right effect. Teapots 
which didn’t quite hit the mark were 

one another. There is something to the 
whole of pot beyond the sum of its 
qualities.

It’s inextricably linked to its tradition-
al heritage.

It’s not hard to comprehend why 
the historical masterpieces of artists 
such as Shi Dabin, Chen Mingyuan, 
Xiang Shengsi, Hui Mengchen (惠孟
臣), Chen Hongshou, Qu Ziye, Yang 
Pengnian, Shao Daheng and Huang 
Yulin have such a powerful vitality to 
them. They inherited the spirit of tra-
ditional Chinese culture, and based 
on this foundation, they adapted their 
pieces to the style of the time and the 
local knowledge available to them. 

Pattern of Development
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trends and became a warning to future 
generations of artisans.

It’s inextricably linked to many areas of 
Chinese culture.

Discussing traditional heritage and 
emphasizing Zisha’s links to Chinese 
culture does not mean that today’s 
Zisha artists should blindly follow the 
style of the Ming and Qing dynasties, 
nor that they must reject innovation 
or blending Western and Chinese in-
fluences. The idea is to adopt the best 
aspects of art from other countries and 
incorporate them into our art. If we 
simply chase trends and pursue the 
extreme abstraction popular in some 
forms of foreign art, or if we use Zisha 

They had a good grasp of the aesthetic 
subject, and traveled step by step down 
the path to success. When creating a 
work of Zisha art today, we must use 
the language of Chinese culture and 
traditional crafting techniques as a 
foundation upon which to adapt to the 
desired aesthetic and serve our theme; 
try to transcend this, and you will only 
get trapped in your own web. The 
history of Zisha is littered with hard-
learned lessons, such as pots that were 
covered all over with lujun or colored 
glaze, or those with spouts, handles or 
lid knobs made of jade. Since these ex-
periments did not adhere to the tradi-
tional values of “beauty in wholeness” 
and “beauty in the quality and tex-
ture of the clay,” they were short-lived 

as a medium to make everyday items 
or works of art expressly to cater to 
people of other cultures, it will only 
serve to distance Zisha art from its 
roots, or else to create works for peo-
ple who won’t appreciate their quality; 
failure is inevitable in these scenarios. 
So, on the one hand, we as Zisha artists 
must study pottery, ceramics and other 
artistic disciplines, including observing 
the merits of foreign art and using this 
knowledge to continually complement 
and improve ourselves, broadening our 
comfort zone and opening our minds. 
On the other hand, we must not wa-
ver from the inherent character and 
goals of our art; only in this way can 
we effectively propel the development 
of Zisha art.

發展方式

This Hexagonal Chopped Pot (六方抽角壺) by Master He is amongst our favorites. The meeting of the lines is perfect.
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This Stone Ladle Hoop-Handled Pot 
is a great example of Master He's dis-
tinct style and shows the robust, bold 
and free style. It shows the strength that 
he discusses in this essay, without losing 
the elegance and refinement of the past. 
The singing girls also add femininity 
and grace to an otherwise bold and free 
form that some scholars have described 
as “cloud-like” or billowy. He bends tra-
ditional form, opening it.

大石瓢提樑壺
陰陽完美平衡
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John Alexander Pope as standard Yuan 
Dynasty vessels and were designated 
as “Zhizheng-style works.” After the 
discovery of these standard vessels and 
before there was much in the way of 
scientific excavations of Yuan Dynas-
ty porcelain, people used these as a 
yardstick to determine which of the 
large quantity of known Yuan Dynasty 
blue-and-white porcelain pieces were 
from the early part of the dynasty and 
which, like the Zhizheng-style pieces, 
were from later in the Yuan Dynasty. 
So, following this example, can we use 
any authentic historical Zisha pieces 
excavated by archaeologists as a stan-
dard to help us evaluate other works? I 
do believe that experts in the field have 
plenty to say on this topic, and that we 
can use Zisha vessels that survive today, 
as well as those excavated by archaeol-
ogists, along with textual records, and 
knowledge of styles from each era and 
the distinctive features of the works of 
famous historical artists, to create an 
organized classification system. 

Imitation Zishaware has been 
around for a long time; as Wu Qian 
says in his Record of Famous Yang- 
xian Teapots: “there are people selling 
Shi Dabin pots all over the markets; 
more often than not they are fakes 
and not the real thing.” During the 
Ming and Qing dynasties, copies of 
pots by famous masters were a dime 
a dozen, even during the same era as 
the real master. However, “to imitate 
a famous teapot master is much more 
difficult than copying a painter or cal-
ligrapher.” To reach the same level as 
a famous master was no easy feat, as 
the well-known masters each had their 
own artistic style, their own distinctive 
designs, as well as seals bearing the 
maker’s mark and the year the pot was 
made, their own decorative style and 
other habitual traits. Each pot could 
incorporate all of these features, so 
anyone hoping to copy it was bound to 
overlook something and expose their 
forgery for what it was. Some examples 
of their consummate skill include Shi 
Dabin’s classic pots, which inspired Xu 

A Purple-Sand clay teapot brings 
a myriad of delights: a dreamy reverie 
brought on by its mysterious color and 
luster; the philosophical language and 
teachings concealed within the many 
forms a pot can take; the spirit of Chi-
nese culture expressed through its cal-
ligraphy and decorations; the ancient 
origins evident in its stamped zhuans-
hu seal script seals; the feeling of com-
fort and visual beauty it brings while 
drinking tea. People are increasingly 
compelled to develop a love for Zisha 
pots, and to feel very happy when they 
obtain one; however, if we want to tru-
ly appreciate a Zisha teapot, especially 
a valuable antique made by historical 
masters or a masterpiece from a top 
modern-day artist, there are still quite 
a few problems that we may encounter. 

From the Northern and Southern 
Song dynasties to the Qing Dynasty 
and right up until the period before 
China’s reform and opening up in 
the 1980s, although there were plen-
ty of historical records on Zisha, they 
weren’t very well-organized, and the art 
form was still viewed as slightly inferi-
or to porcelain. Categories of porcelain 
such as the products of the five main 
kilns from the Song Dynasty, Yuan-
qing porcelain, Ming Dynasty colored 
porcelain and Qing Dynasty enam-
eled porcelain were all recorded in a 
systematic way, and there are plenty 
of surviving examples of each. Zisha, 
on the other hand, still seemed to be 
stuck at the stage of only being con-
sidered of interest to archaeologists; 
the relative lack of written historical 
records and archaeological findings of 
these pots meant that it was difficult to 
distinguish the work of historical Zisha 
artists.

Sixty-seven years ago, British ar-
chaeologist Robert Lockhart Hobson 
discovered a pair of blue and white por-
celain “cloud and dragon” elephant-ear 
vases bearing the words, “Made in 
the eleventh year of the Zhizheng era 
(1341–1368)” (during the Yuan Dy-
nasty, 1271–1368). They were later 
identified by American archaeologist 

Youquan to admiringly exclaim that 
“my finest pot is as nothing compared 
to the roughest of Shi Dabin’s.” The en-
gravings of Chen Zhongmei and Shen 
Juncheng (沈君盛) were respectively 
described as “exquisite down to the fin-
est detail” and “strange and profoundly 
wonderful”; and the lids of the teapots 
sculpted by artists like Shi Dabin, Shen 
Junyong and Shao Daheng “could not 
be budged by moving them with the 
hand,” had “perfect seams that were 
not even off by a hair’s breadth,” and 
so well-fitting that “even if you turn 
(the pots) upside-down, they will not 
lose their hats.” In addition, some of 
Dabin’s pots featured salammoniac 
mixed into the clay, giving an effect 
“as brilliant as stars in the sky.” Shen 
Junyong was very skilled in the use of 
color, giving rise to the description, 
“marvelous colors that the Heavens 
forgot to create.” By the early Qing 
and the beginning of Chen Ming- 
yuan’s era, Nature-inspired Zisha 
vessels had already developed into a 
complete art genre of its own, com-
parable to the bird-and-flower genre 
of painting, for example. This artis-
tic trend placed a lot of value on Na-
ture’s forms, such as flowers, fruits and 
trees, becoming an artistic style unto 
itself. After Chen Mansheng and Yang 
Pengnian jointly created a new style 
of Zisha art, namely abstract geomet-
ric-shaped pots, a new aesthetic came 
into vogue: these pots were round and 
full, containing the macro within the 
micro, a cosmos in a teapot, empti-
ness within form; they were simple, 
pure and refined, with finely craft-
ed curves and fluid lines. This new 
style garnered great admiration and 
became a model that was much imi-
tated by generations of students and 
forgers to come. Given the way each 
Zisha master achieved these character-
istics and art styles from the various 
eras through the unique expression 
of “spirit, interest appeal and flavor,” 
along with their incomparable skill, 
the skill level of any would-be imita-
tors was bound to pale by comparison.  

紫砂光彩The Delight of Zisha
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and also bears the maker’s own sig-
nature seal. Current materials suggest 
that the Shengsi Peach Cup is the only 
one of its kind. As for the hole where 
the spout joins the pot, prior to the 
Qing Dynasty this was usually just one 
opening, while from the Qing Dynasty 
onwards it evolved into several smaller 
holes. The pots in today’s collections 
that have been handed down through 
the ages naturally bear some signs of 
age; after prolonged use, they develop 
a sort of patina similar to that seen on 
antique jade items. In addition to these 
distinguishing elements, Mansheng 
pots display their own unique style, 
and the technique of drawing on the 
surface of the pot began with Qu Ziye. 
Then there are pots inscribed by paint-
ers and calligraphers, or made by tea-
pot artists who themselves were high-
ly skilled at calligraphy (for example, 
Chen Mingyuan’s elegant signature 
displayed an ancient charm, recalling 
the Jin and Tang dynasties; Hui Meng-
chen and Hui Yigong (惠逸公), both 
excelled at regular Kaishu script, with 
their inscriptions recalling the Tang 
Dynasty and seeming to dance while 

In addition, from the time of Li 
Maolin onwards, a new firing meth-
od arose involving shutting the Zisha 
pieces in a saggar before firing them in 
a dragon kiln, which protected them 
from drips of glaze. Neither Shi Dabin 
nor Yang Pengnian used molds, instead 
they sculpted their pieces completely 
by hand. The different colors and tex-
tures resulting from the differences in 
the coarseness, purity and composition 
of the clay across different eras, as well 
as the differences between pieces fired 
in the Dragon kilns and modern kilns, 
serve as strong evidence when authen-
ticating a pot. 

As for stamped seals on the tea-
pots, these were “seen occasionally in 
the late Ming Dynasty and became the 
norm from the Qing onwards.” For 
example, in the late Ming, a pot craft-
ed by Jiang Bofu for Xiang Yuanbian 
bears a seal reading “Tianlai Pavilion  
(天賴閣)” and the peach cup by Xiang 
Shengsi that we discussed earlier bears 
a seal reading “Made by Shengsi.” Shi 
Ruyao’s Lying-Down Wheel Zisha Pot 
(臥輪紫砂壺) has a square seal that 
reads “White Flower Hut (白華庵)” 

also giving an air of calm; Shao Erquan 
was a skilled engraver and teapot mak-
er). These elements are all important 
clues in identifying the works of fa-
mous masters. In summary, to iden-
tify a pot, we must first use “standard 
examples” as a point of comparison; 
secondly, we must research the stylistic 
features of the famous masters’ works; 
thirdly, we can use our knowledge of 
the era, clay color, firing conditions, 
signatures or seals, decorative style and 
calligraphy or figurative decorations to 
evaluate and attribute the pot; fourth-
ly, we must evaluate the crafting skill 
based on the standards of the time the 
pot was made.

Although Zisha art is “as priceless as 
gold and jade,” there are plenty of peo-
ple out there who are willing to spend 
enormous sums to add a piece to their 
collections. In the present day, Zisha 
has become very in vogue in the world 
of teapots. Lin Gudu once wrote a very 
interesting poem describing Feng Jin-
wu’s (馮金吾) happiness at obtaining 
a Zisha teapot: “Avid collector Ruan 
Gaunglu (阮光祿) once gifted a tea-
pot to Feng Jinwu. When Jinwu saw it, 

This Big Bamboo Duanni Pot (大竹段壺) by Master He once again shows that robust, billowy style and cloudlike spout. 
There is a spirit blooming from this pot, like many of his works.

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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foundation of knowledge can one fully 
appreciate its artistic and cultural val-
ue. Since Zisha incorporates so many 
art forms—drawing and calligraphy, 
poetry, metal seal carving, teapot de-
sign and decoration, and the art of 
tea drinking itself—it’s impossible to 
judge all these rich and diverse com-
ponents and their significance by the 
same standards and values. 

Thirdly, when collecting the work 
of famous artists, you want to go for 
their most representative or most cre-
ative pieces; their representative pieces 
are their “work of works,” displaying 
the most unique art style; their most 
innovative pieces are the most creative 
and unconventional—they’re not only 
rare and original, but also the most 
highly acclaimed and the hardest to 
come by. 

The fourth most important factor 
is to cultivate a “living collection (藏
活).” This phrase came about as a com-
ment on the phenomenon of collectors 
storing their treasures away in a trunk 
or a storeroom where they’ll never see 
the light of day, little imagining that 
this is the absolute worst thing you can 

he couldn’t stop smiling, and wrote an 
inscription naming it ‘Pottery Gem  
(陶寶).’” 

When collecting Zisha art, the 
most important thing is to know how 
to appreciate and evaluate it. Although 
there are different categories, genres 
and styles within the world of Zisha 
art, its artistic appeal, aesthetic philos-
ophy and value as an object for both 
everyday use and artistic enjoyment are 
eternal. There is no inherent contradic-
tion between this and one’s individual 
tastes, interests and tendencies. When 
it comes to masterpieces by famous 
artists, it’s important to thoroughly 
examine all the elements that make 
up the pot, including the clay color, 
crafting technique, shape and design, 
decorative techniques, seal and usabili-
ty, appreciating its design language and 
unique style on a profound level. 

The second most important factor 
in collecting Zisha art is that it takes 
historical data corresponding to the 
physical vessel to elevate a teapot from 
valuable to priceless. Understanding 
Zisha is a prerequisite for entering the 
world of collecting; only with a certain 

do with Zisha pieces. This is because 
after prolonged use, daily washing and 
so on, Zisha pots become even more 
beautiful, and increase in value. This 
has been known for a very long time—
in Commentary on the Hundred Songs of 
Taiyang (台陽百詠注), it is noted that 
a Gong Chun teapot “must be used for 
several decades before its value equals 
one piece of gold.”

Over the past ten years of Zisha 
history, thousands of fine artists have 
poured their hearts into their art; the 
fruits of their silent, diligent efforts 
have ushered in a new era of appreci-
ation of the beauty of Zisha. Although 
only a few will leave their names in 
the pages of history books, the valiant 
achievements of every one are everlast-
ing. The people of the Zisha industry 
will showcase their traditional heritage, 
expand their dreams, and carefully wa-
ter and tend the exotic flower that is 
Zisha art, until it grows even more 
beautiful and dazzling!

This Lotus Pond Pot (荷塘壺) by Master He is full of life and movement, beautifully demonstrating the Nature-inspired 
pots that were popular in the twentieth century.



I was born in Longtan, Taoyuan, 
Taiwan. This used to be the most 
important district for tea pro-

duction in Taiwan. The history of tea 
production in Longtan can be traced 
back to the sixth year of the Tongzhi 
era in the Qing Dynasty (1867), which 
reached a climax during the era of Jap-
anese occupation. Due to its unique 
geological environment, many variet-
ies of tea were cultivated in Longtan 
including red, green and oolong tea. 
Even though the tea industry in my 
hometown has gradually declined in 
recent decades, the spirit of tea still 
flows through my veins. 

Because I love the beauty that tea 
brought into my life, I studied the art 
of making ceramic teaware in universi-
ty and learned that only good quality 
teaware can express the true flavor and 
aroma of tea. In the summer of 1989, 
I visited many Zisha ceramicists in 
the Teapot Capital of Jiangsu, Yixing. 
Over the course of one month, I inter-
viewed over 100 Chinese masters such 
as Gu Jing Zhou (顧景舟), Jiang Rong 
(蔣蓉), Wang Yin Xian (汪寅仙),  
He Dao Hong (何道洪), featured in 
this issue, and the Xu Xiu Tang family 

黃怡嘉

(徐秀棠). I wanted to let more peo-
ple know about these artists of Yixing 
Zishaware, so in 1989 my husband, 
Huang Jian Liang, and I established 
the publishing house, Ying Ji Tang Ren 
Gong Yi (盈記唐人工藝出版社). 

We have visited hundreds of Yixing 
artists over the years and have both 
written and published articles about 
them. Through our humble efforts, 
we hope to share the cultural aspects 
of Yixing Zisha with the world. In the 
process, we have witnessed the devel-
opment of this ceramic city, its ceram-
icists and their teapots. In addition to 
these efforts, and in order to let the 
young generation understand tea cul-
ture, I wrote the book “Taiwan Tea 
Culture (臺灣茶事)” in 2017, some 
sections of which were translated for 
the October 2018 issue of this maga-
zine. In the book, we used 855 pictures 
to introduce the various aspects of Tai-
wanese tea culture at different periods 
of development. 

A few years ago, a student from the 
National Taiwan University Tea Art 
Club gave me an English tea maga-
zine. Surprisingly, I discovered a group 
of people from around the world who 

love tea and were trying to attain their 
aspirations to build a tea Center in 
Miaoli, Taiwan. I came to learn that 
Global Tea Hut introduces and shares 
the beauty of tea culture to the world. 
From my own experience in editing 
tea magazines, I know this is a difficult 
job. Suffice it to say, I was surprised 
that the editor in chief, Wu De, was 
able to consistently publish the mag-
azine every month for years without 
any financial support from commer-
cial advertisements. The magazine has 
just published its 123rd issue, which 
is extremely admirable. My husband, 
Huang Jian Liang said of them: “They 
are like the small number of tea farm-
ers who insist on using natural farming 
techniques: they live purely and firm-
ly, relying on sunlight, air, water and 
faith.” I couldn’t agree more. Blessings 
to everyone at Global Tea Hut and 
readers from around the world!

huanG YI JIa

Master Huang Jian Liang (黃健亮) and his lovely wife Huang Yi Jia (黃怡嘉) are amongst the most prolific and 
knowledgeable living tea scholars. We have never spent time with them without learning a tremendous amount. 
They are kind and gracious, and eager to share their wisdom. Master Huang’s lectures are incredible. He is articu-
late and makes Zisha fun and interesting. Their books and numerous articles are also very well-written with such 
artistic grace and deep knowledge that do the subject justice. They are very difficult to translate as beautifully as 
they are in Chinese. Surely our humble efforts have failed to capture this power, though we hope our translations 
have at least pointed to the importance and skill of their writing. We are honored to share their work. Look through 
past issues and you will find numerous articles. We hope to continue to offer their work in the future as well. As we 
did last month with Huang Jian Liang, we thought we would also let Master Huang introduce herself.
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Huang Yi Jia with Master He, 
nice teapots and making tea.
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W hen discussing which pot 
to use for each kind of 
tea, we should first dis-

cuss a slightly misleading idea that 
many people who are new to gongfu 
tea have, which is that you must have 
one teapot for each kind of tea. Yixing-
ware is unglazed and has a double-pore 
structure, which means the pores of the 
pot absorb the oils of a tea and “season” 
over time, becoming shinier, more 
beautiful and filled with tea spirit. It 
also means that after a long time and 
many tea sessions, the pot will be able 
to transform plain water into smooth, 
bright and flavorful life—much like 
the texture of tea liquor, without the 
flavors and aromas. This process is 
wonderful and joyous; it is one of the 
greatest joys of a tea lover, in fact. They 
say that when you put the right tea in 

the right pot and shower the outside, 
the teapot will glow and you will know 
what tea to use with that pot.

It may seem as if this means that 
you will need one pot for each kind of 
tea you drink, but that is not necessary 
at the start. If you have only one pot, it 
is not necessary to designate it for just 
one tea. You can use your only pot for 
all teas. To do so, you should follow 
two guidelines: First, you should be 
strict about never leaving tea leaves in 
the pot for any amount of time. Clean 
the pot out immediately after a session. 
(If you have one pot for each kind of 
tea, you can leave the tea leaves in the 
pot and return for a second session lat-
er. This helps season the pot, in fact). 
Second, you will not be able to sea-
son the pot, but should scour it every 
six months or so (depending on how 

much tea you drink). You can follow 
the scouring guidelines in this issue. 
Then, as you accumulate pots, you can 
start to divide them according to types 
of tea. After you get a second one, 
for example, you could have one for 
light teas (like lightly-oxidized oolong 
or young sheng puerh) and one for 
dark teas (like traditionally-processed 
oolong or shou puerh).

In our tradition, we practice not 
being hoarders, collecting too many 
pots that we will never use. In Mas-
ter He’s longer essay in this issue, he 
mentions the traditional term of “liv-
ing collection (藏活),” which he says 
“came about as a comment on the phe-
nomenon of collectors storing their 
treasures away in a trunk or a store-
room where they’ll never see the light 
of day, little imagining that this is the 

A Living

茶人: Wu De (無的)

Collection



absolute worst thing you can do with 
Zisha pieces.” Many of the pots that 
are just sitting on your shelf collecting 
dust could be a treasure to a beginning 
tea lover—one they will honor by car-
ing for it with deep respect and using it 
every day. A fine teapot is meant to be 
used. Just as tea trees (even wild ones) 
do not thrive as well when people don’t 
visit them, offer prayers and prune 
their leaves, a pot won’t glow without 
the love of a friend and beautiful tea 
flowing through it. For this reason, we 
practice only using a maximum of fif-
teen pots, as shown in the chart. Most 
people will really only need around 
ten, as the extra five are more for those 
serving lots of tea in many different 
situations.

We follow a “Fifteen Pot Principle,” 
which means that as individuals, we 

try to limit ourselves to fifteen teapots 
and avoid collecting for collection’s 
sake. In essence, we want to keep a 
living collection, and we have found 
fifteen to be a magic number to keep 
one’s collection alive. If you stick to the 
Fifteen Pot Principle, you will not only 
stop yourself from unnecessary spend-
ing or from collecting pots you will 
never use, you will also improve your 
collection over time. Then every time 
you go teapot shopping, you will have 
to ask yourself, “Which of my fifteen 
pots will this one replace?” If it doesn’t 
perform one of the fifteen roles better 
than the pot you already have, you will 
leave it in the store for another Chajin. 
If it does perform better in some way, 
then you can bring it home, and either 
give the old one away to a friend or sell 
it to help pay for the new one. In this 

way, your entire collection will slowly 
improve, developing into a better and 
more refined Yixing teaware gathering!

Obviously, many of us won’t even 
need this many, which leaves room for 
owning some for aesthetic or even sen-
timental reasons—because a pot was 
given to us by a new friend on a trip 
to Taiwan, for example. The Fifteen 
Pot Principle isn’t written in stone, and 
who would begrudge anyone a collec-
tion of teapots. As we mentioned, the 
pots in the back of our collection that 
are gathering dust could be a precious 
gift to a beginner and maybe even 
change someone’s tea journey. I know 
about this personally. One of my fa-
vorite pots, and still in my living col-
lection, is one my teacher gave to me 
in such a gesture. He wasn't using it 
much and it became my favorite pot.
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some tea we can steep over and over 
until it is soft, sweet and clear as water. 
Over time this teaches us an incredibly 
valuable life lesson and virtue of find-
ing contentment in what we already 
have, appreciating simplicity and si-
lence—the space between things—and 
in naturally, gently and softly curbing 
our cravings for more. The Fifteen Pot 
Principle is not meant to be a rule held 
above us as a disciplinary rod, but rath-
er an inspired spirit of gratitude born 

In many old Zen texts, tea was cel-
ebrated for its “three virtues.” First, it 
allows a person to stay awake in med-
itation all through the night; second, 
it aids in digestion; and third, it helps 
with self-control, calming the mind 
and spirit and satiating our desire. The 
last of these virtues of tea means that 
it helps us work with our craving. Tea 
helps us appreciate simplicity and be 
grateful for the ordinary—satisfied for 
hours with naught but a cup, a pot and 

of the insight that the third Zen virtue 
of tea offers us: a love of freedom from 
material possessions.

Here are the fifteen types of pot one 
would use, including five extra spots 
that could be filled with the function-
al pots we have listed below or your 
choice of pots selected for aesthetic or 
sentimental reasons. Hopefully, this 
list will help you to create a living col-
lection that will shine and glow, cov-
ered with lots of fine tea.

Main Pots
1) Young Sheng Puerh
2)  Shou Puerh
3)  Aged Sheng Puerh
4)  Liu Bao and Black Tea
5)  Aged Oolong
6)  Lightly-Oxidized Oolong
7)  Traditionally-Processed Oolong
8)  Wuyi Cliff Tea
9)  Gongfu Red Tea
10)  Light Teas: White, Green & Yellow

Extras
11)  Miscellaneous 1: Medium-Large Pot (Light Teas)
12)  Miscellaneous 2: Medium-Large Pot (Dark Teas)
13)  Miscellaneous 3: Large Pot (Light Teas)
14)  Miscellaneous 4: Large Pot (Dark Teas)
15)  Miscellaneous 5: Used as Pitcher (a.k.a. the “Pitcher Pot”)
* These five could also be collectibles unless one is hosting classes.

藏活的動力
滌拭曰加



How to 
Hold an

every detail, to learn from your mis-
takes and to care about each facet as 
if it were the whole tea session. That is 
where holding the teapot starts. 

The term “gongfu (工夫)” has 
come to mean many different things 
over time. It’s important to clarify 
what we mean when we talk about 
holding an Yixing clay teapot when 
practicing traditional gongfu tea. In a 
modern sense, it is a term describing 
a loose form of tea preparation using 
small pots and cups that is usually as-
sociated with Chinese culture. But it is 
also connected to a specific time and 
place in southern China, where it was 
refined in the Qing Dynasty (1644–
1911). It was a local brewing meth-
od that branched out into different 
tea traditions and lineages that have 
evolved over centuries. Traditionally, 
“gongfu” referred to the processing of 
Wuyi Cliff Tea. This tea, by extension, 
also came to be known as “gongfu tea.” 
Subsequently, the method developed 
to brew Cliff Tea also demanded great 
skill to bring out the best qualities of 
the tea and became known as “gong-
fu tea brewing.” Gongfu tea brewing 
further expanded to include other teas 

because of its ability to brew the finest 
cup of tea possible, and so it evolved 
and changed. It is important to know 
the roots of this term and the potency 
of its heritage because it is something 
much more than just small cups and 
pots. There are even multiple defi-
nitions of the term “gongfu,” but for 
the sake of this article, it is sufficient 
to consider it to mean “skill developed 
through practice and self-discipline” or 
more simply “mastery.” That can be ap-
plied to any art, but in the art of tea, it 
means to brew tea with skill developed 
through self-discipline. And so, hold-
ing the teapot properly is more than 
just a placement of your fingers, but a 
placement of your entire being when 
brewing tea. 

If tea plays a significant role in your 
life, then this process of refinement is 
a joyful one. Humans are creatures of 
habit and exploration. There is a sense 
of security and comfort in the routine 
of daily life, but there is also excite-
ment in the mystery that always awaits 
us. To me, this process of refinement 
in traditional gongfu tea offers the best 
of both worlds by strengthening the 
habits that produce excellent tea and 

H olding a treasured teapot 
isn’t just a configuration of 
the hand, nor a gesture or 

movement. The placement of each 
finger is certainly important and will 
be outlined in detail, but this prac-
tice of gongfu tea is a Way of Life, a 
method of self-cultivation, an oppor-
tunity for you to train and discipline 
yourself. Holding an Yixing pot is as 
much a finger configuration as it is an 
entire physical posture, a sense of con-
nection to the Earth, a state of mind 
and an awareness of minute details in 
the breath, elbow alignment and ulti-
mately, a harmonious coordination 
between all these aspects that results 
in something greater than the sum of 
its parts. The way you hold your pot, 
like any other detail in gongfu tea, is 
an expression of your whole practice, 
in the same way the placement of your 
shoes on the shoe rack is an indicator 
of your entire being. In other words, 
how you do anything is how you do 
everything. If you want to hold the pot 
correctly, you need to adopt an atti-
tude that motivates you to approach 
this brewing method with a desire to 
do everything correctly, to learn from 
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then holding the pot properly is pivot-
al. If you’ve ever looked at a teapot and 
wondered why it’s designed the way it 
is or wondered why some teapots feel 
comfortable in the hand whereas oth-
ers feel clunky, then exploring different 
methods for holding teapots is relevant 
to you. 

If you’ve decided that holding a 
teapot properly is important to you, 
then you need to ask what “properly” 
means. In gongfu tea, nothing is done 
arbitrarily. That means everything is 
done with intention, and part of that 
intention is to brew in a way that 
makes the finest cup of tea possible. 
This is one of the “aims” of gongfu tea, 
for lack of a better word. The aim of 
developing skill through self-discipline 
and practice is to prepare the finest cup 
of tea possible, to bring out the most 
the tea has to offer and to honor the 
energy that went into the production 
of this tea. So, if holding a teapot prop-
erly facilitates brewing a finer cup of 
tea, then it is especially important to 
contemplate and experiment with. 

Finally, we are only talking about 
Yixing clay gongfu teapots, meaning 
teapots made from special ore, ex-

tracted from the mines within Yixing, 
Jiangsu province, China. This unique 
ore, especially purple-sand ore, has a 
special relationship with tea when re-
fined into clay and molded into tea-
pots by master artists and tea lovers. 
Because of its ability to preserve tem-
perature and smooth-out water, end-
less devotion has been aimed towards 
making Yixing teapots especially for 
brewing gongfu tea because they facili-
tate the finest cup of tea, establishing a 
nearly five-hundred-year-old relation-
ship between Yixing clay teapots and 
gongfu tea brewing. 

There are many varied and creative 
ways to hold an Yixing teapot. Perhaps 
one of the more common and modern 
methods is to hook the index finger 
through the teapot handle and brace it 
against the middle finger. This allows 
you to pick up the teapot vertically. 
The thumb is placed on the pearl of 
the teapot lid, which allows you to se-
cure it in place and pour out the tea. 
In my own experience with this meth-
od, however, I find it clunky and re-
stricting. It reminds me of holding a 
baseball bat or a mug as opposed to 
the refined piece of art I know it to be. 

inviting us to explore what is going on 
at subtler and subtler levels. Engaging 
in gongfu tea brewing in a way that 
opens endless avenues for exploration 
is part of what makes us students of 
tea for life, and part of what keeps 
our relationship to tea alive, fresh and 
ever-growing. It is a combination of 
curiosity and practice, discipline and 
self-cultivation, deep appreciation and 
gratitude for this traditional tea prac-
tice. 

Holding a pot may seem a sim-
ple affair, and from one perspective 
it is, but as soon as we continue that 
line of questioning to ask, “Proper for 
what?” or what “proper” even means, a 
lot of roads for exploration open. We 
might then wonder if holding a pot 
properly is useful to our practice. The 
first question you might ask yourself 
is why holding the pot a certain way 
is important. This really depends on 
who you are and what your approach 
to tea is. If your relationship with tea 
is casual, it might not be so important 
for you, and that’s fine. But if you’re 
interested in traditional brewing meth-
ods and how they can be honored and 
used to facilitate a better cup of tea, 
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promoted balance, harmony, ground-
edness and conservation of energy, all 
of which apply to the gongfu tea prac-
tice. They didn’t hold the pot however 
they wanted; they used their Way of 
Life to learn how the pot wanted to be 
held. They held the pot in a way that 
aligned with their martial principles, 
and that method was refined by tea 
lovers over the centuries. If we want to 
honor that evolution, which has mirac-
ulously withstood the tests of time and 
generously been handed down to us in 
this generation, it’s not very useful to 
hold the pot however we want either. 
But it is useful to experiment, which 
is highly encouraged here. Experimen-
tation is essential to develop mastery, 
skill and self-discipline. Furthermore, 
if we consider other aspects of daily life 
in China, such as holding chopsticks, 
paintbrushes or calligraphy brushes, 
swords and even ping pong paddles, 
they are all held in a similar fashion to 
the teapot, which promotes the flow 
of energy and naturally connects the 
activity to your entire body.  There is 
more than just tradition in the simi-
larity between the way all these objects 
are held and used—there is function, 
grace and inner harmony.

I feel forced to pinch my wrist at an 
uncomfortable angle and my fingers 
inevitably end up clenching into a fist. 
My range of motion is limited, which 
is very important to pour with skill 
into small gongfu cups. All of this does 
not facilitate the feeling of connection 
to the teapot that I experience when 
holding it in the traditional way. Fur-
thermore, my index finger, as it hooks 
through the handle, is often so close to 
the body of the teapot that it burns my 
knuckle. I also find that my shoulder 
is tight when I tip out the last drops 
of tea using this method. It could sim-
ply be that I need more practice, but a 
quick comparison with the traditional 
way of holding of the pot encourages 
me to train in the traditional way, a 
way that has been explored by count-
less tea lovers before me. 

Remember, these teapots were de-
signed to facilitate gongfu tea brewing, 
to brew the finest cup of tea possible. 
The gongfu tea brewing method is old, 
highly refined over hundreds of years 
and passed down to us from the expe-
rienced hands of teachers who also had 
teachers. It was highly influenced by 
martial arts practitioners who under-
stood how inner and outer movements 

The traditional way of holding an 
Yixing teapot is to pinch the back of 
the handle between the middle fin-
ger and thumb. The tip of the thumb 
faces the body of the teapot while the 
tip of the middle finger faces slightly 
downward. This is your guide. The 
ring and pinky finger touch together 
to create a support where the ring fin-
ger contacts the handle at around the 
4 to 5 o’clock position. This is your 
foundation. Naturally, the index fin-
ger secures the pearl, making sure not 
to cover the vent hole so the lid can 
breathe when pouring. This centers 
your teapot. Through coordinated mo-
tions at the wrist and elbow, you are 
given a wide range of motion and flex-
ibility to pour with fluency and accu-
racy which is necessary in gongfu tea. 
Holding the teapot should feel like an 
extension of your own hand. It should 
also connect you to an upright posture 
that further promotes the flow of ener-
gy through the limbs and joints, rather 
than stressing or pinching them. The 
wrist, elbow, and shoulder are quick 
indicators of this. Beyond this, you 
can also consider your sense of connec-
tion to the ground. Whether seated or 
standing, properly holding the teapot 

This is a common way of holding 
pots nowadays. It is not the tradition-
al way, and we feel that holding the pot 
this way is limiting. However, we also 
recommend experimentation in order 
to know this oneself. 

Yixing TeawareYixing Teaware
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during these circular pouring motions. 
In gongfu tea, circular motions are al-
ways towards the center of the body, 
which means counterclockwise if you 
are pouring with your right hand. You 
should feel plenty of flexibility in the 
wrist with free-flowing energy through 
the elbow and shoulder as you pour. 
This is ultimately channeled through 
your core, strong lower stance and 
connection to the Earth. The entire 
motion is reversed to rest the pot back 
down safely and gently at the center 
of the table. It will take some time to 
develop any degree of mastery over 
this movement, but practice writes the 
movements into our muscle memory. 
Thinking about it too much may cause 
it to feel clunky in the beginning, but 
with enough practice, it will become as 
natural as a tree flowing in the wind. 

It’s so important to put this into 
practice, to make it part of your own 
experience so that you can understand 
within the framework of your own 
body. It’s also very easy to experiment 
with both techniques described here, 
among other ones you may also want 
to try. You can see for yourself which 
method feels more graceful, more con-
nected to the pot, and which one facil-

will influence this sense of connection 
and vice versa. As in martial arts like 
Qigong or Taichi, a shoulder-width 
stance with bent knees and parallel 
feet, upright back, relaxed shoulders, 
and extension through the neck will 
connect you through the core and legs 
into the Earth below. Your lower body 
is strong and grounded, leaving your 
upper body free and flowing. Think 
of a great tree gracefully flowing with 
the wind, branches swaying this way 
and that, but immovably rooted in the 
Earth. This is the way to hold your tea-
pot. 

Once you have held the teapot 
properly and are grounded through 
your lower body, you can pour with 
composure and confidence. Tradition 
warns against raising the elbow up and 
out when pouring tea, a common mis-
take that pinches the shoulder. Instead, 
the elbow drops slightly and rotates 
in towards the body with a relaxed 
shoulder. This utilizes the mechanics 
of the body and causes the wrist and 
hand to rise and extend into a natural 
position for pouring. The pouring is 
carried out with circular motions that 
stem from the core but are controlled 
by the elbow. The elbow acts as a pivot 

itates flow and relaxation rather than 
constriction and tightness. Play with 
your range of motion and find the lim-
its where things start to pinch, such as 
raising your elbow too high or bending 
your wrist too much. Does your sense 
of connection stop at the spout or 
continue with the pour into the cup? 
There is a big difference between just 
pouring the tea and intentionally plac-
ing it, ever so carefully, from a place 
of harmony, balance and uprightness. 
You might even be encouraged to take 
up an activity that increases your own 
flexibility and sensitivity to internal 
energy movements, such as yoga, Qi-
gong or Taichi. This will greatly ben-
efit your entire tea practice. However, 
if you do decide to experiment, do it 
with joy and curiosity. How to hold an 
Yixing teapot is relatively simple and 
fun to play with. The desire to exper-
iment is really going to help develop 
your gongfu and that is a process of 
refinement with endless potential for 
growth and exploration. 

This is the traditional way of hold-
ing the teapot, which is the same as 
holding chopsticks, calligraphy brushes 
and even swords. It is superior in terms 
of fluency, control and the relationship 
to the rest of the body.



a new way. Through things like foraging, making plant med-
icine, constructing baskets, building shelters and relying on 
them for my own survival, I gained a profound appreciation 
and respect for them. Tea has felt to be another extension of 
that. A connection to the Earth and my place on it. 

One of the greatest lessons I’ve learned from Tea has also 
been a greater connection to my body. I think I was attracted 
to teaching P.E. for this reason as well. For much of my life, 
I’ve lived in my head: overanalyzing things, reading nonstop, 
thinking, thinking and more thinking. Tea is a daily remind-
er to check in with my body and how I’m feeling in it—a 
chance to appreciate the sensuous side of tea: the smells, tex-
ture, temperature, flavor and the changes in my body. Tea 
helps ground me in my body, which I’m prone to ignore. 

Tea has brought me a lot of joy, connection to communi-
ty, a Way of life and so much more. Daily ceremonies remind 
me to be grateful for this day and life that I have and to fully 
show up for it. In the end, it has helped me become more of 
who I am. These days I don’t share tea with others as much, 
but that is slowly changing. l hope to one day meet more of 
you to experience tea together. It feels comforting to imagine 
all of you out there. If you ever stop by the Seattle area in 
Washington State, I would love to meet you! 

I  randomly stumbled upon Wu De and Global Tea Hut 
while listening to a podcast one day years ago. What I 
heard him say about tea that day struck such a strong 

chord with me that I took out my notebook and excitedly 
wrote down phrases that I wanted to remember. However, I 
quickly forgot about it and put that notebook into a drawer 
where I wouldn’t remember it for a year or two…

When I was a teenager, I would love picking out different 
types of herbal tea blends and using them for relaxation or for 
comfort when I was sick. However, as I got older, I realized 
that I wanted to try “actual” tea, i.e. Cameilla sinensis. One 
day, a friend took me to a local tea shop where the owner sat 
us down at a little brown table and I experienced a tea tasting 
for the first time. I was fascinated by everything: the shape of 
the teapots, the flavor, the different varieties and the process 
of brewing tea. I asked so many questions that day. 

After this experience, my memories of hearing Wu De 
talk about tea returned to me and I found my notebook 
again. With this, I was inspired to finally subscribe to Global 
Tea Hut and I dove into the knowledge side of tea. I also 
started a practice of drinking three bowls of tea in silence 
and soon fantasized about going to Taiwan to attend a tea 
retreat. There was a part of me that thought this was some 
far-off dream that couldn’t possibly materialize, but after a 
challenging year at work, I made a gut decision to quit my 
job teaching physical education. I traveled for a month in 
Taiwan, Japan and Hong Kong, with a stay at the Tea Sage 
Hut Center. Upon returning home, I was so inspired to turn 
the lessons I learned there into a part of my daily life. 

Right afterwards, I attended a wilderness school and 
found that both the tea retreat and learning there helped 
me deepen my connection to Nature, self and community. I 
spent that year exploring my tea practice and making friends 
that helped bring tea into a more integrated place in my life.

Part of me has always been attracted to plants, although I 
don’t think I have always acknowledged that. I grew up with 
a mom who loved gardening, and through her tending and 
care, I absorbed some of that love for growing things. I am 
continuously drawn to plants and they have shown up again 
and again throughout my life in various ways.

For instance, since I was a child, I thought the forests I 
grew up around were magical. I felt so at peace surrounded 
by the lush green of the plants and trees of the Pacific North-
west. There’s nothing better than lying against an old cedar 
tree or feeling soft moss beneath bare feet! During my years at 
the wilderness school, I learned to feel connected to them in 
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茶人: Alexandra Tijerina, USA

Each month, we introduce one of our 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 Alexandra Tijerina.

TeaWayfarer



介
紹Do I practice and share with permission? 

I honor the traditions I utilize and those 
who shared them, passing them on to me 
over generations.

April Affirmation

Center News

We are wrapping up the filming of the first 
gongfu course and starting the editing process. We plan 
on doing a series of three online gongfu courses. The 
first two will be recorded and the third will be conduct-
ed live—either online or in person at various locations 
around the world. We will ask that you complete each 
course (including the homework—ugh!) before taking 
the next one. We are very excited to launch this series 
and hope it enriches your tea journey and helps you 
begin or deepen your gongfu practice.

We encourage you to set aside a cup or a bowl 
in some of your daily sessions for those suffering in the 
world. This can be done at all times, but is especially 
important when conflict breaks out on a large scale. 
We will be sending tea and teaware to refugees who 
left theirs behind. If you would like to help, we suggest 
maybe hosting a “Tea for Peace” sit nearby and donate 
the proceeds to charities helping refugees. Hopefully, 
this will inspire us to give not just during crisis, but all 
the time, as there are always people in need.

There is a beautiful old-growth dian hong that 
just arrived to the site called “Halcyon.” It is wonder-
ful leaves in a bowl or steeped. It comes from Big Snow 
Mountain and was harvested in 2018.

If you loved Dragon Turtle shou tea, we have a 
higher grade of tea from the same farm called “Qilin.” 
It is all-bud shou from 2021. Thick and creamy, sweet 
and chocolaty, it is great for blending, drinking or ag-
ing. Try mixing it with Dragon Turtle!

We are regularly adding one-of-a-kind cha-
wans to the whisked tea section of the website. We are 
trying our best to source antiques and modern works 
that are beautiful and more affordable.

We have to move out of one of our build-
ings by October, so we are going to be looking at 
new properties more seriously. We have found a 
space that could even be rented and perhaps host 
smaller courses again while we continue looking 
towards a permanent solution for a Center. The 
world still feels unstable, and, of course, Taiwan 
is at the center of some of that energy. That also 
makes us wonder, pondering what we should 
do, when and even where. It feels like a lot of de-
cisions swirling around. At such times, we find it 
best to sit still, look within and wait for the right 
path to come calling.

We are also discussing and contemplating 
what it would look like to open a small space in 
the Western part of the United States, offering 
regular tea sits, a small shop and a warehouse to 
fulfill orders, which would allow things to arrive 
more quickly and more affordably to those in 
North America. It may also help us to establish 
a local community there, since it is the found-
ing location of our organization. We are open to 
suggestions concerning this. Do you have a lo-
cation in mind or anything you would like such 
a space to offer?

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Wood Firing Tea & Music

Dancong TeaGongfu Experiments II
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The most artistic (X2) 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

GLOBAL     EA HUT


