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Of course, it is always better to sit together in person and 
learn, but we have received feedback that these courses do 
facilitate an easier integration of tea into daily life. I feel 
grateful for that, hoping that this practice and wisdom can 
help make the world more peaceful and awake. However, I 
very much look forward to sitting for tea in person with all 
of you. Let us know if you have any ideas or plans for a tea 
retreat in the coming year that we could help with. As travel 
and gathering begin to become more possible, we may be 
able to visit you soon.

This month, we return to the Four Treasures of gongfu 
tea, which are the main teaware used in traditional gongfu 
brewing. We have already covered the other main treasures: 
Yixing teapots in many issues over the years, and then bra-
ziers and sidehandle kettles in the October 2021 issue. Ruo 
Shen cups (若深杯) are the last of the Four Treasures to 
introduce. Of course, we hope to return to all these topics 
in the future and learn more, deepening our understanding 
together. 

This month, we introduce traditional cups for gong-
fu tea, which have a deep and important history and are 
worth appreciating and learning from. We may not be able 
to afford antique Ruo Shen cups from the Qing Dynas-
ty (1644–1911), but we can learn from why early gongfu 
practitioners preferred these cups and used them almost 
exclusively. Like the October 2021 issue, which was about 
two of the other Four Treasures, the sidehandle kettle and 
clay brazier, we have structured this issue to include some 
wonderful articles by experts, scholars and teachers, as well 
as some collections of antique cups to look through. We 
have a very special tea to accompany our study, which is 
perhaps Taiwan’s only gongfu red tea and worth pouring 
into some Ruo Shen cups. 

I n August, things are still warm and wet here in Tai-
wan. At this time of year, most of us are experiencing 
fire element transitioning into earth element. Fire is 
rarely an element we want to nourish, so we usually 

have to control it. We use nice green teas, like Plum Rain 
or Bamboo Shoot. We also love drinking young sheng at 
this time, like White Elephant and, of course, the amaz-
ing Boundlessness. Because it is humid here, we also drink 
some Liu Bao teas at this time. Last month, we talked about 
how younger Liu Bao tea, in the fifteen- to twenty-year 
range, was a good balance for the height of summer, but in 
August this shifts to older Liu Bao. August is also a shift to 
late summer, which is earth element. With earth, we find a 
need for balance in terms of nourishment and discipline of 
the element. Usually in the early earth season, we nourish 
earth. We do that with fire teas, like some aged oolongs, 
traditionally-processed oolongs, especially Cliff Teas. Since 
this is contrary to the summer fire element, this season of 
year is often one of transition, in which we have to watch 
the weather each day and choose our tea accordingly. We 
like this uncertainty, as it forces us to use our insight and 
intuition to choose the right tea for each day, and that 
comes in handy when serving tea in many different settings 
and occasions.

Like so many of you, I have spent the last two years in 
semi-seclusion with more time to focus on self-cultivation. 
This autumn, I will be traveling to Casa Cuadrau to restart 
our annual Zen & Tea retreat there. I will also be joined by 
my friend and Qigong teacher, Dave Melladew, which is 
always an honor and enriching opportunity to deepen my 
own limited and rookie Qigong practice. I am both excited 
and nervous to conduct this retreat. As I am sure many of 
you can relate to, so much has changed in these last two 
years that I feel like I am starting with a fresh slate, which 
is both exhilarating and intimidating at the same time. But 
one of the insights I have begun to understand these last 
two years is to focus my energy on cultivating the strength 
to face whatever happens rather than trying to create spe-
cific outcomes. That said, I am confident that this retreat 
will go wonderfully no matter how well I do, since the Pyr-
enees are so powerful and Casa Cuadrau and its staff are so 
wonderful and magical. I hope this will be the beginning 
of a new season of retreats elsewhere in the world, mostly 
because I miss so many of you and sharing tea together. 

I have some priorities in terms of travel, but I would love 
to hear from you if you have any recommendations for safely 
conducting retreats or places you would like to see me come 
teach and share tea together. In the meantime, I hope you 
appreciate all the work that we put into making the online 
courses. There is a lot in there to learn, and you can watch the 
videos in your own home, with your tea and at your own pace.  

From the editor
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–Further Reading–

Wu De

This month, it is definitely worth rereading the 
September 2017 issue about Yixing as well as the 
October 2021 issue, which is about sidehandle 
kettles and clay braziers. That way, you will have a 
context for all of the Four Treasures of gongfu tea. 
The October 2021 issue is very similar to this one 
in design and content.
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ver the course of this month, we will be explor-
ing one of the Four Treasures of gongfu tea, Ruo 
Shen cups. These cups are overflowing with his-

tory, tradition and art and are the foundation of what-
ever cup we use to make our tea, even today. We wanted 
to share a very special tea this month, which is perhaps 
Taiwan’s only gongfu red tea. It is called “Hong Yun (紅
韻),” or “Red Rhyme.”

Traditionally, gongfu red tea was called “congou” in 
the West, which was an attempt to transcribe the Hok-
kien pronunciation of “gongfu (工夫),” which is “kang 
hu.” The most expensive, and well known version of this 
red tea back in the day was called “Panyang Congou,” 
which was also a corruption of the Chinese “tanyang (坦
洋).” Tanyang was a varietal of tea from Fujian. Gongfu 
red tea is not named after the brewing method used to 
prepare it. The reason such red tea is called “gongfu red 
tea” is because it is produced from high-grade tea, with 
much more attention to production and skill. Tradition-
ally, most places where gongfu red tea is made would 
reserve the buds for green tea and the lower grades (sec-
ond flushes, larger leaves, etc.) for red tea. Gongfu red 
tea, on the other hand, is made of first flush bud sets and 
therefore represents the highest-grade, most valuable tea 
the farm produces. Ordinarily, red tea production is sim-
ple, but such valuable tea requires careful attention and 
focus, since it will have to be sold at a premium price. 
Though such tea is not named after the brewing method, 
we certainly try our best to prepare it that way since it 
is so valuable. Just as the farmers worked hard to make 
such fine tea, we should brew it to its highest potential. 

Hong Yun is made from a cultivar called Taiwan 21, 
which was developed near Sun Moon Lake at the Tea 
Research and Extension Station. Hong Yun is a cultivar, 
which is a manmade varietal, and is a more recent devel-
opment. It is a cross of delicate varietals of Qimen small-
leaf teas from Anhui with Indian varietals that are more 

hearty and robust. It was produced to create a more aro-
matic and pungent tea that could be processed into finer, 
higher quality red tea. All of this means that it requires 
a bit more skill and patience to entice the best out of the 
leaves—perfect for a gongfu issue like this one.

Hong Yun flushes within a week’s time, which is 
longer than most varietals in Taiwan. This makes it la-
bor-intensive to harvest and produce, especially since it 
must be picked by hand and a more careful selection of 
bud sets must be made. Its delicacy and higher cost of 
harvest also means that it must be processed with greater 
care than most other red teas in central Taiwan. For that 
reason, few farmers are willing to cultivate Hong Yun 
despite its wonderful flavor and aroma, since it is more 
costly to do so and must be sold at higher prices. There 
is also a greater risk since the tea must be processed with 
great skill. Of course, that rarity also drives prices up. We 
wouldn’t have been able to share this special tea with you 
this month without the generosity of the farmer, who of-
fered us a price we could afford in the spirit of sharing.

Hong Yun is very sweet and responds to gongfu 
brewing. It tastes of Asian pears with hints of citrus and 
sometimes peaches when you brew it just right. It is rich 
and delicious, but not as patient or forgiving as some red 
teas, especially large-leaf red teas like Dian Hong or Ele-
vation. Though it requires a bit more attention to detail 
and gongfu brewing skills, when it is prepared well it 
glows with a very deep and profound fragrance and fla-
vor that is otherworldly. Our Hong Yun comes from an 
ecological garden and is grown, harvested and processed 
with lots of love, which translates to a rich and powerful 
cup of tea—the kind you can’t put down because there is 
always one more whiff of delicate charm to be had. This 
is the perfect tea to spend the afternoon exploring, and 
following all the aromas through nostalgia to memories 
of other teas shared. Hopefully you have a nice cup to 
pour it into!
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Brewing Tips
沖泡技巧 完成好茶

紅
茶On a summer morning, as the sun rises, an especially fragrant cup of red tea 

prepared mindfully with just the right water, coals, teaware and method is 
the perfect wake-up call to the senses, offering the kind of bliss that makes one won-
der just how Nature knew to make something so perfectly attuned to our senses. Though 
Hong Yun can be prepared leaves in a bowl or even with a sidehandle pot, it can only really 
shine the way it was intended to if we brew it gongfu. The masters who created this cultivar 
and the farmers who harvested it and processed it with such care all intended to craft a leaf that 
would be prepared gongfu style, with the same attention to detail and concern for parameters. It 
only makes sense for us to prepare it that way. That said, don’t feel bad if you are beginning and 
don’t have the wares or know-how to prepare this tea gongfu. 

There is no perfect cup, no destination, just the journey—enjoy it however it steams. Whatever it 
ends up as, the liquor before you is the only version of that particular bowl or cup that will ever exist 
so make sure to enjoy it fully, and perhaps its flaws will become unique treasures or at least lessons to 
learn on the road to brewing finer and finer tea. One day we may find we are better at making tea and 
therefore able to prepare a given tea with more skill, eliciting a beautiful bouquet of fragrance we didn’t 
even know was in that tea. All the learning along the way is in that better cup as well. “Every bullseye 
is the product of a thousand misses,” as they say. We like to say that there are no mistakes, only lessons. 
When we learn from our brewing, then there are no missteps. Also, it is important to enjoy ourselves and 
appreciate our tea no matter what level of skill we are at. 

What’s more, every cup is really unique and you may find that within a given session, some cups hit 
the mark perfectly while others are off. Once you establish a baseline of water, fire, wares and method, 
you can then begin to focus on the cultivation of a peaceful, loving mind and see what effect that has cup 
to cup and session to session. Oftentimes, rebrewing the same tea helps us to first establish this baseline: 
finding the right water, wares and method. Once that is there, you can then start to notice if the tea 
changes as you brew it on different days and what may cause this.

One of the best brewing tips we know is to drink familiar tea with more experienced brewers. It is 
always helpful to sit and drink tea with people who have been doing so for some years. This allows us 
to watch what they do, which will be helpful for our practice as we can bring some of those techniques 
home. We can also ask them about their practice and technique and they may share some advice with 
us. But the most important aspect of drinking familiar teas with experienced tea friends is that they will 
show us what those teas are capable of. Realizing that a tea we are familiar with has much more to give 
than what we are eliciting at home is a wonderful and inspiring insight. We then know that there is 
more in our tea than we knew, and it shows us just how influential the water, fire, wares and technique 
are to the end result. Since we love tea, we are then enthusiastic to make more enjoyable tea for us 
and our loved ones. We also may feel that the best way to honor the hard work, care and attention 
to detail the farmers invested in the tea to make it so special is to prepare it in the best way we can, 
bringing out its full potential. After all, the experienced brewer was once a beginner like us. And if 
they are wise, they will have kept that beginner’s mind around throughout their journey. 

Gongfu Leaves in a Bowl

Water: spring water or best bottled
Fire: coals, infrared or gas
Heat: medium-high heat, fish-eye, 90 °C
Brewing Methods: gongfu or 
leaves in a bowl (gongfu is best)
Steeping: rinse, 2-3 flash steepings,
then increase the duration
Patience: 10–15 steepings

You may want to experi-
ment with leaving the lid off 
between steepings so that 
the tea does not steam. 
This is especially import-
ant if the duration be-
tween steepings is on 
the long side.

Tea of  the Month
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“Gongfu tea (工夫茶)” means tea 
with mastery, skill through self-disci-
pline. The term evolved through four 
stages historically. First, “gongfu tea” 
referred to the skill it took to make 
Cliff Tea (岩茶). Traditional oolong 
tea is more complicated to produce 
than any other tea and arguably re-
quires more skill as a result of having 
more steps, less room for error and 
more details to master. Wuyi Cliff Tea 
was the first oolong and many tea lov-
ers back in the day regarded the her-
itage, skill and self-mastery of the tea 
makers there, calling their tea-making 
art “gongfu tea.” Eventually, the term 
also came to refer to Cliff Tea itself, 
since this tea is made with more steps 
and was therefore considered as skill-
fully made. When we receive some 
produce that was made with greater 
intention, like our friend’s heirloom 
tomatoes grown with love, we want 
to make them into something special, 
made with the same care and intention 
that was put into their production.  
It is easy to understand then why peo-
ple who appreciated Cliff Tea and re-
garded it with such esteem, calling it 
“gongfu tea,” would want to develop 
a brewing method that matched the 
quality of the production, and thereby 
prepare it with the same concern and 
skill it was made with. As a brewing 
method, then, “gongfu tea” began as 

I n past issues, we have covered the 
history of gongfu tea, dividing 
the families of gongfu tea along 

the lines most scholars do: the “Three 
Zhous (三州)” of Chaozhou (潮州), 
Quanzhou (泉州) and Zhangzhou  
(漳州, within which lies the famous 
Shao An, 紹安) and the Taiwan-Yix-
ing family. Some modern authors also 
add a Hong Kong and Southeast Asian 
tradition to be respectful, since these 
regions also have their own unique 
traditions of gongfu tea. Each of these 
places was once filled with rich gongfu 
tea culture and many lineages. If you 
are interested in learning more about 
the history of gongfu tea, you can read 
more in the December 2020 issue or 
perhaps take Level One of our Online 
Gongfu Course (www.teahutcourses.
com), which contains a more detailed 
exploration of the history of gongfu 
tea. Of these, Chaozhou is often dis-
cussed as the birthplace of gongfu tea. 
There is some truth to that, but it is 
also important to understand that 
Chaozhou was long a political, eco-
nomic and cultural hub of the south 
that attracted many artists, scholars 
and officials to it for all kinds of rea-
sons. They brought with them their 
understanding of tea and the traditions 
of brewing from their hometowns. 
In the fertile soil of this diverse city, 
gongfu tea traditions grew.

a way to prepare Wuyi Cliff Tea—a 
gongfu method to make gongfu tea. 
And that is why some scholars argue 
that Wuyi is the true birthplace of 
“gongfu tea.” After this brewing began 
spreading to new regions, tea lovers be-
gan to apply it to their own local types 
of oolong, and “gongfu tea” became a 
brewing method for preparing all types 
of oolong. Eventually, after enough 
time and a growing number of gong-
fu traditions, the methods, philosophy 
and skills of gongfu brewing began to 
be used to prepare many other types 
of tea as well. Thus, “gongfu tea” was 
first Cliff Tea, then a brewing method 
for Cliff Tea, followed by a brewing 
method for all oolong and then finally 
a brewing method for tea in general. 

Though there are differences be-
tween the traditions of gongfu tea, from 
the “Three Zhous” to Taiwan, they all 
were similar in many ways up until 
the late 1970s or early 1980s. In fact, 
it would take a trained eye to notice 
the differences between some of them. 
It is also worth contemplating the fact 
that most gongfu tea practitioners who 
brewed gongfu tea used similar wares 
and methods from Chaozhou to Ma-
laysia for centuries up until the 1980s. 
The “Four Treasures” of gongfu tea  
(工夫茶四寶) were one such tradition 
common to all the lineages of gongfu 
tea up until the modern era.

Introduction to 
the Four Treasures 

of  Gongfu Tea
茶人: Wu De (無的)
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tea and the brightest gem of the Four 
Treasures—having the greatest influ-
ence on our tea.

In the October 2021 issue, we 
covered two of the Four Treasures of 
gongfu tea in great detail, the charcoal 
stoves and sidehandle kettles, which 
are called “shadiao (砂铫)” or Jade 
Book kettles (yushuwei, 玉書碨).” In 
the early days, many were made of 
Yixing. While beautiful, the Zisha clay 
cracks easily under the stress of char-
coal—as a brazier or a kettle. Eventual-
ly, cottage industries in Chaozhou and 
Zhangzhou started making red clay 
and white clay diao and brazier sets, 
and these became much more wide-
spread than Yixing, especially since 
Zisha was, and still is, so expensive. 
The idea in traditional gongfu tea was 
to use “martial heat” to heat the water 
as quick as possible and to try to make 
one kettle for each and every steeping 
of tea. This protects the structure of 
the water, allows for perfect tempera-
ture each steeping and doesn’t allow 
the water to overboil, which reduces 
mineral content and changes its tex-
ture. For that reason, kettles and pots 
were very small in traditional gongfu 
tea. Of course, it is very challenging 
to time each kettle properly so that 
the water is ready in the time it takes 
for guests to drink their cup of tea, al-
lowing the brewer to prepare the next 

In traditional gongfu tea, there 
were four pieces of teaware regarded 
as essential to preparing tea: an Yixing 
teapot, porcelain cups, a sidehandle 
kettle and a stove from Chaozhou clay. 
Some traditions would put the kettle 
and stove into one, regarding it as a 
single “treasure,” and then add a tea-
boat (cha chuan, 茶船) as the fourth. 

In most lists, the first treasure is 
called a “Mengchen pot (孟臣壺).” 
Hui Mengchen (惠孟臣) is a constel-
lation in the Yixing sky. He lived in the 
late Ming Dynasty. He is acclaimed as 
the father of modern Yixing teapots, 
because he is said to be the first mas-
ter to make smaller pots for the emer-
gence of gongfu tea brewing in the 
South, designing nice pots for oolong 
preparation. Many masters from then 
till now have signed their pots with his 
name in honor of the heritage to which 
they belong. As “unknown craftsmen,” 
they embody the spirit of Tea, offered 
freely without a need for acknowledg-
ment or credit. Since so many pots said 
“Hui Mengchen” on the bottom, all 
Yixing pots became known as “Meng-
chen” pots, especially by gongfu prac-
titioners. For makers, this was a way of 
honoring the tradition. For teapot lov-
ers, it was a way of celebrating the orig-
inator of the small pots they used. A 
purple-sand (zisha, 紫砂) teapot is the 
most essential of all teaware in gongfu 

steeping just then. Consequently, out 
of convenience, brewers started switch-
ing to larger kettles, eventually moving 
to overhand kettles in the modern era. 
We also use more varied heat sources 
(not just charcoal), which has resulted 
in changes to the material and size of 
our kettles. 

Traditionally, the best cups were 
Ruo Shen cups from Jingdezhen (景
德鎮). “Ruo Shen” means “like the 
deep/profound.” For the most part, 
these cups are rare and expensive. We 
favor antique wine cups for tea, espe-
cially those from the Ming Dynasty 
(1368–1644). We have found that 
Yuan Dynasty (1271–1368) cups are 
truly ideal, but like Ruo Shen cups 
these are rare and expensive, especially 
since the period was short and chaotic 
for the most part. If Ming cups are not 
available, then Qing Dynasty (1644–
1911) wine cups are a great alternative, 
and they are often quite affordable. 
Since they were used for wine, they  
aren’t perfect for all types of tea, but 
they tend to be a good size and shape 
for many teas and a nice overall com-
promise in material and function. We 
will learn a lot more about Ruo Shen 
cups in this issue, completing our in-
troduction of the Four Treasures.



Ruo Shen
Cups

若
深
杯
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be written 工夫茶 and not as 功夫茶. 
Early poems also provide textual evi-
dence to support this.

In Explaining Writing and Analyz-
ing Characters (Shuowen Jiezi, 說文
解字), an ancient Chinese dictionary 
dating to the Han Dynasty, the char-
acter 工 is defined as follows: “Gong: 
skillful decoration, performed to estab-
lished standards.” Additional notes by 
Xu Kai (徐鍇) add that, “to be skillful, 
one must first follow the established 
standards and rules; only then can one 
be considered truly skilled (gong, 工).” 
Later commentary by Duan Yu (段
玉) added that, “One who is good at 
all they do is called a ‘skilled worker 
(gong, 工).’” As for the other character, 
功, Explaining Writing and Analyzing 
Characters defines it thus: “Gong: to 
establish a nation through labor.” The 
Erya (爾雅), the oldest surviving Chi-
nese dictionary/encyclopedia, states 
that “accomplishments or meritorious 
deeds are called gong (功).”

So, the above sources illustrate 
the difference in root meaning be-
tween these two similar characters. 
They are clearly different in meaning 
and cannot be used interchangeably. 
For example, the Analects of Confucius  

L et us begin with a question. Just 
what, exactly, is the correct way 
to write the Chinese characters 

for “gongfu tea”? Should we write 工
夫茶 or 功夫茶? In Chinese-lan-
guage gongfu tea circles, the differ-
ence between these two different gong 
characters, 工 versus 功, is a source of 
never-ending debate. In this article, we 
present selected excerpts and images 
from Chen Xiangbai and Chen Zai-
lin’s book Gongfu Tea and Chaozhou 
Zhuni Teapots (工夫茶與潮州朱泥
壺) to provide some viewpoints for our 
readers to consider. We also explore the 
tea implements used during the Qing 
Dynasty (1644–1911), as discussed in 
Yu Jiao’s Writings from the Workshop of 
Dreams: Gongfu Tea (夢廠雜著．工
夫茶), so that our readers may grad-
ually get to know the story behind the 
“Ruo Shen Collection (Ruo Shen Zhen-
cang, 若深珍藏)” signature.

These days it’s very common for 
Chinese speakers to mix up the two 
characters 工 and 功 in the context of 
gongfu tea. After all, they have exact-
ly the same pronunciation in standard 
Mandarin and share a character com-
ponent. In reality, the first of the two 
is more correct—so gongfu cha should 

(論語) contains the following sentence: 
“To do a good job, an artisan (gong, 
工) needs the best tools.” In this con-
text, 工 can certainly not be replaced 
by 功. Although there’s no shortage 
of real-life examples of people using  
工夫 and 功夫 interchangeably (both 
can variously be translated as time, ef-
fort, skill, labor or mastery), there is 
still a difference between the two, and 
using them indiscriminately muddies 
the waters, making it unclear exactly 
which concept we’re talking about.

During the Song (960–1279) 
and Ming (1368–1644) dynasties, 
Neo-Confucianist rationalist scholars 
used gongfu (工夫) as a philosophical 
category. For example, Zhu Xi (朱熹), 
the founder of Neo-Confucianism, 
said the following in Collected Conver-
sations of Master Zhu: Volume 96 (朱
子語類．卷六九): “To be truly trust-
ing and sincere is an inner skill (gong-
fu, 工夫); it leaves no visible traces.” 
Zhu Xi also talked about “the gongfu 
of self-restraint” and “the gongfu of 
studying the reason of things.” In both 
of these instances, he is referring to 
an inner state of self-cultivation and 
awareness that goes beyond mere skill 
with objects or practiced techniques. 

on Gongfu Tea
& Ruo Shen Cups

茶人: Chen Xiangbai (陳香白) & Chen Zailin (陳再粦)



工
夫
茶



13/ On Gongfu Tea & Ruo Shen Cups

work, or gongfu, of inner self-cultiva-
tion. In this case, we cannot replace 
工夫 with the word 功夫 because it 
lacks the inner cultivation implied by 
the former—something essential to 
tea. The gongfu in tea is one of inner 
ability, not just the practiced repetition 
of a task. In addition, there’s another 
differentiation that should be men-
tioned here; the word 功夫 also refers 
to the martial art generally Romanized 
as “kung fu” in English. So, when we 
talk about gongfu/kung fu films, we 
use the characters 功夫, and they cer-
tainly can’t be substituted with 工夫 in 
this context, not unless the mastery of 
martial arts also reaches the inner self.

The Two Meanings
 of Gongfu Tea

The earliest textual record to specif-
ically refer to drinking “gongfu tea (工
夫茶)” is Yu Jiao’s Qing Dynasty work 

In Answering a Friend’s Question (答友
人問), Wang Yangming (王陽明) says, 
“the phrase ‘knowing and doing’ uses 
two words to express a single gongfu; 
this gongfu involves both those words, 
so there is no harm in expressing it in 
a thorough way.” Huang Guan (黃館) 
writes in Ming Dao Essays: Volume One 
(明道篇．卷一) that “to reach an un-
derstanding of the truth requires gong-
fu (工夫); a thorough investigation 
of the underlying principles of things 
reveals the effort (gongxiao, 功效).” In 
On Academic Studies (論學書), Qian 
Dehong (錢德洪) writes, “Gongfu  
(工夫) means being truly observant; 
it is the effort (功) of investigating the 
nature of things in a physical place.” 
(Note the difference between the uses 
of 工 and 功 in these quotes from 
Huang and Qian’s works.) So, we can 
see that the category of gongfu (工夫) 
is a summary of the philosophy of re-
al-world behaviors; a manifestation of 
the accumulated virtues of neo-Confu-
cian rationalist scholars, implying the 

mentioned above, Writings from the 
Workshop of Dreams: Gongfu Tea. Later 
sources include An Historian’s Records 
of the Butterfly Steps (蝶階外史) by 
Ji Quan (寄泉) and Trivial Anecdotes 
from the Qing Dynasty (清稗類鈔) by 
Xu Ke (徐珂), both of which use the 
characters 工夫茶.

From the mid-Qing onwards, the 
surviving tradition of gongfu tea be-
came popular in the southern locale 
of Chaozhou and the surrounding re-
gions (the “Three Zhous”); the tradi-
tional name for this style of tea drink-
ing in the Chaozhou area was written 
“工夫茶”—but in the local Chaozhou 
dialect, 工 was pronounced “gang” 
(similar to the vowel in the English 
“lung”), while 功 was pronounced 
“gong” (similar to English “long”).

In reality, Chaozhou gongfu tea, 
Chinese gongfu tea and Chinese Cha 
Dao, or the “Way of Tea,” are really 
three facets of a whole, a bit like the 
Holy Trinity. So, when it comes to 
the essence of Chaozhou gongfu tea  

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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tea, understanding the philosophical 
thought behind gongfu (工夫) as the 
essence of something inner, requiring 
self-mastery, not just mastery over a 
skill—the tea lovers of today ought to 
restore Chaozhou gongfu tea’s rightful 
name: “工夫茶,” and abandon the er-
roneous substitute “功夫茶,” which 
creates ambiguity and does not prop-
erly encapsulate the concepts involved. 
It reduces gongfu tea to a pastime or 
technique(s) of brewing.

Ruo Shen Collection
In Writings from the Workshop of 

Dreams: Gongfu Tea, Qing Dynasty au-
thor Yu Jiao pointed out that “Gongfu 
tea is brewed using the method origi-
nally described in Lu Yu’s Tea Sutra (茶
經), using finer teaware.” Of this “finer 
teaware,” the most well-known types 
are of course the “Four Treasures of 
Gongfu Tea”: a teapot, tea cups, a clay 
stove and the sidehandle water kettle 

(that is, its original characteristics, 
meaning, rules and customs) its exis-
tence has a widespread philosophical 
significance. To borrow the words of 
Wang Yangming in Records of Teaching 
and Learning (傳習錄), “complying to 
the essence takes gongfu (工夫), and 
applying the gongfu is the essence.” If 
“gongfu (工夫)” is the essence (benti, 
本體), this means that the closer phil-
osophical thought is to real life, the 
more vitality it has. In other words, tea 
is a way for us to express our inner vir-
tue and also a way to live it in reality, as 
opposed to just thinking about it.

Confucius said that “if the name 
is not correct, the words will not ring 
true.” So, in light of all the above evi-
dence—tracing the original meanings 
of the two “gongfu” words, the earli-
est textual references to gongfu tea, 
the traditional name for gongfu tea 
in the regions where it was popular, 
the Chaozhou dialectal pronunciation 
of the two different gongfu words, 
the notable characteristics of gongfu 

known as a shadiao (砂銚). (See Octo-
ber 2021 issue of Global Tea Hut for 
more information.)

When it comes to gongfu tea, the 
care and attention that goes into select-
ing teacups can truly be called a sort 
of gongfu in itself! The most common 
choice is tiny white porcelain cups, 
paper-thin and with a color as pure 
as jade. They are often called “white 
virtue cups (bai ling bei, 白令杯)” 
or “white jade cups (bai yu bei, 白玉
杯).” This is because “if the cup is not 
thin, it won’t bring out the fragrance; 
if it is not pure, it won’t show off the 
color.” In addition, the choice of cups 
changed with the season for some tea 
lovers. In The Classic of Chaozhou Tea: 
Gongfu Tea (潮州茶經．工夫茶, 
1957), author Weng Huidong (翁輝
東) writes: “In spring we use ox-eye 
cups; in summer we use chestnut cups; 
in autumn we use lotus-leaf cups and 
in winter we use inverted bell cups.” 
(These cup names were based on the 
shape of the cup, as shown on p. 32.)

Catalogs of antiques unfortunately aren’t consistent. This one 
was made by Zhang Zongwu (張宗武). As we will see later in this 
issue, there isn’t agreement on what Ruo Shen cups even are, as they 
can be viewed narrowly as those with the “Ruo Shen Collection (若
深珍藏)” stamp or those from Jingdezhen, while other scholars in-
clude all small gongfu cups. Steven D. Owyoung helped us translate 
these common cup shapes. Numbers 1–5 are names of types/shapes 
of cups, while numbers 6–8 are mouths. Steven kindly included a list 
of terms commonly used to describe mouths, lips and rims of cups.

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8

1) 臥足杯: sleep walking cup, a cup 
dedicated to the dream of traveling
2) 鈴鐺杯: hand bell cup
3) 仰鐘杯: inverted bell cup
4) 墩式杯: mound shape cup
5) 馬蹄杯: horse’s hoof cup
6) 收口杯: closed mouth cup, a mouth 
smaller than the body width
7) 敞口杯: open mouth cup, a mouth 
equal to the body width
8) 撇口杯: everted mouth cup, a mouth 
wider than the body width

Common terms: 侈 chi, extravagant, 
wide flaring; 直 zhi, straight, open 
mouth; 唇 chun, lip; 敞 chang, open; 撇 
pie, everted; 微侈 wei chi, slightly flar-
ing; 沿 yan, edge/lip; 略 lüe, slightly; 斂 
lian, withdrawn, inverted, incurving 
(rim); 龕 kan, niche, raised band below 
interior rim; 折 zhe, folded (lip)
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of implements to include Ruo Shen 
tea bowls, lidded tea bowls (蓋碗, gai-
wan), saucers, tea trays and so on.

Speaking of Ruo Shen, we have 
a practical issue to address: another 
Chinese character debate. Should the 
name in fact be written “Ruo Shen (若
深)” or “Ruo Chen (若琛)”? Ruo Shen 
is the correct answer. (To give an idea 
of the meanings behind the name, ruo 
means “like” and shen means “deep, 
dark or rich” while chen means “a pre-
cious stone or gem.” Thus, the original 
name was “like the deep,” which is per-
fect for the poetry of tea!)

There are three reasons why people 
erroneously write the character “chen 
(琛)” instead of “shen (深).” The first 
is a question of calligraphy. These two 
characters are, of course, quite similar: 
The right-hand part is the same, with 
the difference lying in the component, 
or “radical,” on the left: 深 has a “three 
drops of water” radical, while 琛 has a 

Gongfu tea cups come in many 
different forms, but the most revered 
of all are Ruo Shen cups. These cups 
are white porcelain with blue flow-
er patterns, have flat bases and wide 
mouths and the bottoms of the cups 
bear the inscription “Ruo Shen Collec-
tion (Ruo Shen Zhencang, 若深珍藏).” 
This make of cup was first created in 
the Qing Kangxi era (1661–1722), 
and they had some very notable char-
acteristics when it came to brewing tea: 
the thinness of the cups brought out 
the fragrance of the tea, while the plain 
white porcelain displayed the color of 
the liquor to best advantage; their flat 
bases meant they sat very steadily on 
the tea tray, and they were also easy to 
wash and roll (滚杯, wash or prewarm 
by spinning one cup in another). So, 
after the Kangxi era, a steady stream 
of imitations continued to be pro-
duced—their makers even went one 
step further and expanded the range 

“jade” radical. The artisans who wrote 
the inscriptions on ancient ceramics 
tended to be potters and not profes-
sional calligraphers (especially at the 
folk kilns), so it’s quite possible that 
they mixed up the two characters or 
simply wrote the strokes somewhat in-
distinctly, so that 深 ended up looking 
more like 琛 after firing. The second 
reason is that the makers of imitation 
goods erroneously used the wrong 
character, then later imitators copied 
their mistake, thus perpetuating the 
error (a common issue in tea, teaware 
and brewing methods). The third rea-
son is that because the Ruo Shen brand 
was so famous, we must also consider 
the possibility that counterfeiters used 
a similar, but different, character on 
purpose, intending to pass off their 
fakes as the real thing.

In our collection, we have many 
different items of Ruo Shen teaware 
from all eras of the Qing Dynasty,  

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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with commentary by Xiong Liao (熊
寥): “During the Kangxi era there was 
the Ruo Shen Collection. During the 
Qianlong (1735–1796) and Jiaqing 
(1796–1820) eras, there was Lue Gar-
den (lue yuan, 略園) and Lychee Villa 
(li zhuang, 荔莊)... These were both 
quite well known during their time, 
but unfortunately very little is known 
about the owners of these brands, so 
we haven’t been able to uncover the 
whole story.” This textual record in-
cludes “Ruo Shen Collection” under 
the category of the “Imperial Hall  
(帝王堂名; same as above)”; although 
it is simply mentioned without giving 
any further details, we can infer that 
this is how it was classified. This cer-
tainly indicates some influence from 
popular legend. It’s said that during 
that era, the Shunzhi Emperor (reign: 
1643–1650) ended up so angry after 
a lovers’ quarrel that he left the pal-
ace and became a Buddhist monk. To 

and not one of them has the character 
“chen (琛).” The Collection of Historical 
Chinese Ceramic Brands (中國歷代陶
瓷款識大典), compiled by Xiong Yao 
(熊寥) and Neng Wei (能微), identi-
fies seven different types of Ruo Shen 
cup from the Qing Kangxi era and five 
types from the late Qing, all of which 
bear the character “shen (深),” and the 
“chen (琛)” character is again nowhere 
to be seen among them.

With this question settled, we are 
led to another one: Is “Ruo Shen” in 
fact the name of a brand, a kiln, a per-
son, a place or what? To date, there is 
still no firm conclusion on this. We 
can refer to the following excerpt, 
from the section entitled “Maker’s 
Marks From the Imperial Hall (帝王
堂名款識, ‘Imperial Hall’ may mean 
something like ‘hall of fame’ here)” 
of A Guide to Ancient Ceramics, Two: 
Porcelain (古瓷指南．二．瓷器述
要) written by Zhao Ruzhen (趙汝珍) 

show respect for his father, his son, the 
Kangxi Emperor, commissioned an ar-
tisan to make a special set of porcelain 
household implements for his father’s 
use, including a tea set. In order to cov-
er up the secret that the emperor had 
gone off to become a monk, he had all 
of these commissioned porcelain piec-
es signed with the moniker “Ruo Shen 
Collection.” There are no historical re-
cords to confirm this tale of the Shun-
zhi Emperor becoming a monk, which 
has increased the air of mystery around 
the whole affair. We can well imagine 
that this is another of the reasons that 
so many copycats in later generations 
sought to imitate this famed teaware!
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making for an original design. When 
you gently hold the cup with two 
fingers to drink some tea, even if the 
tea liquor inside is extremely hot, you 
won’t get scorched fingers. Ruo Shen 
cups are known for their paper-thin 
sides and their jade-pure color. There’s 
a saying that goes, “if the cup is not 
thin, it won’t bring out the fragrance; 
if it is not pure, it won’t show off the 
color.” Most of the gongfu tea tradi-
tions from the Qing Dynasty emerged 
from the lofty tea sessions of scholars 
and officials, and the blue-and-white 
flower-patterned porcelain of Ruo 
Shen cups, with its simple yet elegant 
style, found great favor among these 
scholarly types, to the point that they 
wouldn’t drink tea from anything else. 

It can be said that Ruo Shen cups 
reached their pinnacle during the 
golden era from the Kangxi to the 
Qianlong (1735–1796) periods of the 
Qing Dynasty. After firing, the cups 
that emerged from the kiln were stur-
dy with a glassy-smooth texture. The 
typical shape featured a curved profile, 
a short, ring-shaped foot characteris-
tic of the nuomi tai (糯米胎) ceramic 
style and an outward-slanting rim (lit-
erally “glutinous rice body,” referring 
to the body and style of the vessel.  

I n his book On Tea (茗談), Tai-
wanese historian Lien Heng (連
橫) wrote that “the tea must be 

Wuyi Cliff Tea; the pot must be Meng-
chen; the cups must be Ruo Shen.” 
Ruo Shen cups are small, refined por-
celain tea cups, as fine and delicate as 
a cicada’s wing. As part of the Four 
Treasures of gongfu tea in all the elder 
gongfu traditions, they are known as 
“Ruo Shen Ou (若深甌),” using an 
old word, “ou,” which denotes a bowl 
or drinking vessel, as opposed to the 
modern and more common “bei (杯),” 
meaning simply “cup.” The oldest 
known Ruo Shen cups first appeared 
during the Kangxi era (1661–1722) 
of the Qing Dynasty (16441–1911). 
It’s said that a merchant from that era 
by the name of Li Ruo Shen (李若深) 
made porcelain teaware that rivaled the 
products of the Guan kilns in fineness 
and earned great popularity among the 
tea drinkers of the time. The bottoms 
of his teacups were signed with the 
inscription “Ruo Shen Collection (Ruo 
Shen Zhencang, 若深珍藏),” which is 
how they became known as “Ruo Shen 
cups.”

The basic shape of a Ruo Shen tea 
cup features curved sides, like a horse’s 
hoof, with the out-turned upper edge 

This term refers to a certain style of 
porcelain typical of the Kangxi era, 
with a fine, dense, texture. Some schol-
ars say that glutinous rice was mixed 
into the clay, since porcelain is a paste 
that can be mixed from various reci-
pes. However, it should be noted that 
the use of rice at the time has not yet 
been proven. The term could just refer 
to the appearance.) 

The blue-and-white porcelain glaze 
lends these cups a glossy, green-blue 
hue, with fine, meticulously painted 
decorative motifs. The most common 
subjects included scenes of fishermen, 
woodsmen, farmers and scholars going 
about their activities, as well as land-
scape paintings and flowers such as pe-
onies. The bottoms of the cups always 
bore the name “Ruo Shen Collection 
(Ruo Shen  Zhencang, 若深珍藏)” in 
a bold, upright script (see the cover of 
this issue). All of these characteristics 
became key indicators in identifying 
Ruo Shen cups from the period span-
ning the Qing Kangxi, Yongzheng 
(1722–1735) and Qianlong eras. (All 
three together span 1661–1796, also 
known as the “Three Qing eras,” which 
are referenced throughout this article 
as the period is important to the histo-
ry of Ruo Shen cups.) 

Ruo Shen Cups
in Southeast  Asia

茶人: Penang Gongfu Tea Association
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their small size and delicate form, were 
far superior for concentrating the fla-
vor and aroma of the tea liquor, and 
demand for them outstripped supply. 
Thanks to the continued admiration of 
gongfu tea enthusiasts, Ruo Shen cups 
were produced right through from 
the beginning of the Qing Dynasty 
to the end of the Qing and the start 
of the Republic era (1912–1949). As 
the early generations of migrants from 
Chaozhou and Fujian began settling in 
Southeast Asia, Ruo Shen cups from 
these various eras traveled with them 
and ended up scattered across many 
different destinations.

Ruo Shen Cups Spread
 to the Diaspora

From the end of the Ming and the 
rise of the Qing Dynasty in the 1600s, 
the people of the southern coastal re-
gions of Chaozhou and Fujian began 

It’s also worth mentioning here that 
aside from the characters “若深珍藏,” 
there were a number of other recog-
nizable words or phrases that appeared 
on the bottoms of the cups, includ-
ing “Made during the Chenghua era 
(1464–1487, chenghua nian zhi, 成化
年制)” and “Made during the Xuan-
de era (1425–1435, xuande nian zhi, 
宣德年制),” both of which are Ming 
Dynasty (1368–1644) eras and there-
fore not when these cups were actually 
made. The names were tributary, re-
flecting that the style was of the Ming 
Dynasty, and therefore not necessarily 
fake antiques. Other cups’ bottoms 
read simply “Jade (yu, 玉).” Despite 
this variety of different maker’s marks, 
these cups can all be classified as Ruo 
Shen Collection cups of that period.

People in the southern regions of 
Chaozhou in Guangdong and Fujian 
were well-versed in gongfu tea tradi-
tions and knew that one had to slow-
ly sip and savor gongfu tea, simply to 
taste its flavor. Ruo Shen cups, with 

to emigrate in large numbers to es-
cape the incessant wars and hardship 
that blighted their lives in their na-
tive lands. Many of them headed to 
the islands of Southeast Asia to settle 
down and do business there, with ma-
jor destinations including Thailand, 
Indonesia and Malaysia. People from 
Chaozhou in the province of Guang-
dong formed their earliest overseas set-
tlements in Thailand, while migrants 
from the province of Fujian mainly 
settled on the islands of Indonesia. It 
wasn’t until the end of the 19th century 
that migrants of Chaozhou and Fu-
jian ancestry began making the jour-
ney across to Malaysia to seek a new 
life, where they mainly settled in the 
northern and southern regions. In par-
ticular, people in the northern state of 
Penang who trace their heritage back 
to Chaozhou and Fujian have retained 
the gongfu tea drinking traditions of 
their ancestral homeland.

In order to keep up their daily cus-
toms and assuage their homesickness, 

To the right is a Ge-ware (哥式) 
style plate as mentioned on p. 23 of 
this article. This style of pottery was of-
ten used by gongfu tea lovers as a cup 
tray and teaboat (see p. 12 & 34). The 
cups above and to the left are examples 
of Ruo Shen cups that were exported 
to Southeast Asia. The blue is creat-
ed with cobalt oxide. The cups above 
have the character “Jade (yu, 玉)” on 
the bottom, which is less common. The 
ones to the left have fishermen painted 
on then. They are stained with years of 
tea. Many of these cups still have a life, 
used for daily tea.

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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This demonstrates the owners’ deep 
love for their teaware, since their de-
scendants clearly felt that their spiritu-
al connection to these pieces were so 
deep that they couldn’t be bequeathed 
and had to travel on with the deceased.

From a comparison between these 
and the gongfu teaware burial items 
dating to the “three Qing eras” discov-
ered in Zhangpu County in Fujian, we 
can conclude that the gongfu tea cul-
ture of Indonesia also had its roots in 
the Minnan region (southern Fujian). 
The Ruo Shen cups unearthed in Indo-
nesia share the same archetypal features 
as those known to be from the Qing 
Kangxi era: the curved belly, the low 
circular foot and the outward-slanting 
rim that resembles a horse’s hoof in 
shape.

For the natives of Chaozhou and 
Fujian who migrated to Malaysia 
during the late Qing and early Re-
public of China era, times were tough 
in the aftermath of the Opium Wars 
(1839–1842), so most of them used 

when these migrants headed south, 
they brought with them a considerable 
number of gongfu tea implements. 
When the Minnan (Hoklo or Hok-
kien) people of southern Fujian began 
settling in Indonesia in the early Qing 
Dynasty, the gongfu teaware they 
brought with them were all early pieces 
from the three Qing Dynasty eras dis-
cussed above, including a large number 
of fine Ruo Shen cups from the kilns of 
Jingdezhen and some pieces produced 
at the Dehua (德化) kilns in Fujian. In 
the Minnan region (southern Fujian), 
when the deceased were buried, it was 
common to bury the household imple-
ments they’d used in life with them as 
funerary objects. Even after migrating 
to Indonesia, people from this region 
kept up this custom, with the result 
that many pieces of gongfu teaware 
have been excavated during land devel-
opments in Indonesia, with the earli-
est discovered tomb sites dating back 
to the Qing Yongzheng and Qianlong 
eras (spanning the years 1722–1799). 

less expensive gongfu teaware pro-
duced at the Dehua or Chaozhou 
kilns. The more common and widely 
accessible teaware was mostly made 
from Chaozhou porcelain, which was 
fired at lower temperatures. Only a few 
wealthier tea drinkers among the mi-
grant communities could afford to use 
rare and valuable Ruo Shen cups from 
Jiangxi dating to the “three Qing eras.” 
Genuine Ruo Shen cups from this era 
were exceedingly hard to come by lo-
cally; many of the ones that did surface 
had made their way to Malaysia later 
on via Indonesia and Thailand. (The 
same is true of Yixing “Mengchen” 
pots as well, which were also more 
expensive, and why a local industry 
of more affordable copies began in 
Chaozhou. This evolved into the tea-
pot-making traditions that still survive 
in the region to this day. Almost every 
type of gongfu teaware was reproduced 
in local regions where people were too 
poor to afford the Four Treasures, all of 
which were relatively expensive.)
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one can still find quite a few of them 
on display in the collections of the 
Thai Imperial Palace and many larger 
temples for the public to admire. Aside 
from the endorsement of the royal 
household, wealthy families from the 
local Chaoshan-descended commu-
nities would include polished Zisha 
teapots and blue-and-white porcelain 
vessels as part of their dowry for mar-
riages. Teapots symbolized the wish 
that one’s daughter would soon give 
birth to a son after her marriage (this 
was because most households in the 
Chaoshan Chinese communities still 
placed more value on male heirs, so if 
the new wife’s first child after arriving 
at her husband’s household was a son, 
the wife’s family would feel some re-
flected glory).

This batch of blue-and-white por-
celain teaware that came from Jing-
dezhen in Jiangxi Province was ex-
ceptionally finely crafted, the crème de 
la crème of blue-and-white porcelain 
ware. Only members of the royal fam-
ily or very wealthy merchants could 
hope to own such fine pieces. The bod-
ies of these vessels were very thin and 
light; some of them were slightly trans-
lucent, like an eggshell, making the 
blue color of the glaze seem to perme-
ate right through the pure white porce-
lain. Because the blue-and-white por-
celain vessels were so delicate and fine, 
local Thai goldsmiths turned them 
into precious works of art by inlaying 
the rim with gold or silver, which not 
only added an extra touch of luxury to 
their appearance, but also protected 
the edges from damage through use.

Most of the blue-and-white porce-
lain that was exported to Thailand was 
sold in sets of four Ruo Shen cups and 
a blue-and-white porcelain tray. There 
were also some sets that included four 
Ruo Shen cups plus a blue-and-white 
porcelain teapot stand and lidded bowl 
(蓋碗, gaiwan). The local Thai people 
would often display their blue-and-
white porcelain tea sets on beautifully 
crafted tea tables made from copper 

When people from Chaoshan in 
Guangdong began migrating to Thai-
land (then known as “Siam”) during 
the late Qing and early Ming dynas-
ties, their beloved gongfu tea customs 
began to have an influence on the local 
Thai people—especially the Thai roy-
al family and local merchants, all of 
whom had at least a few tea sets con-
sisting of polished Zisha (purple-sand 
clay) teapots and blue-and-white por-
celain vessels (a specific genre of Yixing 
Zisha pot that was polished/burnished 
to a glossy shine, made expressly for 
export to Thailand). In addition, be-
cause immigrants from Chaoshan be-
gan arriving in Thailand relatively ear-
ly, after the first few generations strove 
to establish themselves, their descen-
dants’ economic conditions gradually 
became more stable. So, during the 
late Qing, out of a high demand and 
regard for gongfu teaware, people of 
Chaoshan heritage living in Thailand 
commissioned a large volume of blue-
and-white porcelain teaware (qing- 
hua ci, 青花瓷) from Jingdezhen in Ji-
angxi, to use for gongfu tea-drinking. 
(Qinghua began in the Yuan Dynasty, 
1271–1368. The style was imported by 
the Mongols, who ruled China at the 
time, from Persia. The Mongols liked 
it because it resembled the sky, which 
they worshiped as a deity. After the be-
ginning of the Ming Dynasty in 1368, 
the style flourished and it has contin-
ued to this day.)

The main reason that polished Zi-
sha teapots and blue-and-white porce-
lain enjoyed such a period of popular-
ity in Thailand was their enthusiastic 
promotion by the Thai monarch, King 
Chulalongkorn (titled Rama V, 1853–
1910). He once commissioned a large 
batch of polished Zisha teapots and 
blue-and-white porcelain teaware 
from Yixing and Jingdezhen, stamped 
with his own name, “Rama V,” to 
give as gifts to Thailand’s high-rank-
ing monks and ministers. Since the 
blue-and-white porcelain vessels from 
this batch were so rare and precious,  

or rosewood with mother-of-pearl in-
lay, perfectly offsetting the tea sets and 
giving them an added air of splendor. 
Aside from Ruo Shen cups, the blue-
and-white porcelain ware sold on the 
Thai market included various vessels 
such as gaiwan, another type of lid-
ded cup called a “gaizhong (蓋盅)” 
(gaiwan and gaizhong are often called 
a “gaiwan” nowadays; at this time, 
both were used for drinking leaves in a 
bowl, not as a brewing vessel as many 
do today), teapot stands, spittoons and 
saucers. Aside from the classic inscrip-
tion of “Ruo Shen Collection,” the 
blue-and-white porcelain Ruo Shen 
cups sold in Thailand also bore oth-
er inscriptions that were all names of 
ceramic studios in the famous porce-
lain-producing center of Jingdezhen 
in Jiangxi Province, such as “Jin Tang 
Fa Mark (jin tang fa ji, 錦堂發記),” 
“Shun Li Kun Mark (shun li kun ji, 
順利坤記),” “Yong Mao Yuan Mark 
(yong mao yuan ji, 永茂源記),” “Bao 
Zhu Li Mark (bao zhu li ji, 寶珠利
記)” and “Yuan Yu Jin Mark (yuan yu 
jin ji, 元玉錦記).” The blue-and-white 
porcelain pieces of the time featured a 
wide range of decorative subjects, such 
as the classic motif of eight horses; 
scenes depicting fishermen, woods-
men, farmers and scholars; the an ba 
xian (暗八仙) pattern, based on items 
associated with the Eight Immortals; a 
pattern featuring the character for lon-
gevity (shou, 壽); mandarin ducks and 
lotus flowers; as well as mythical crea-
tures including the unicorn-like Qilin 
(麒麟) and dragons among clouds. Of 
these, the longevity-character pattern 
was exclusively used by the Thai royal 
family of that era.

Aside from the traditional blue-
and-white porcelain Ruo Shen Collec-
tion cups, there was also a type of blue-
and-white porcelain from the Ge kilns 
(哥窯) that was very popular among 
the people of Chaoshan and their de-
scendants in Thailand, amongst other 
Ge-ware pieces like the famed crackle- 
glazed pieces (see the previous page).  

Porcelain in Thailand泰國青花瓷
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The Taiwanese historian Lien Heng 
wrote a poem that appears in his Jian-
hua Studio Poetry Anthology (劍花室
詩集), that goes:

The “Ge-ware tray” mentioned in 
the poem refers to this sort of blue-
and-white porcelain Ge-ware, which is 
characterized by a pattern of cracks in 
the glaze on the surface of the ceramic, 
a bit like cracks in a sheet of ice. The 
varied color that this pattern produces, 
combined with the painted motifs in 
deep blue, makes for a beautiful effect. 
Ruo Shen cups made in this blue-and-
white porcelain Ge-ware style were 
first produced during the mid-Qing 
Dynasty and most commonly bear the 
maker’s marks “Ruo Shen Collection” 
and “Made during the Chenghua era.” 
Because of the special firing technique 
that produces their unique finish, after 
use the cracks in the glaze take on a 
soft patina, simple yet elegant, which 
brings a distinctive feel and a deeper 
significance to the experience of drink-
ing tea. They were most often used 
as teaboats (茶船, cha chuan) or cup 
trays. (There are examples of these on 
p. 12 and p. 34.) 

Little Ruo Shen cups and a Mengchen pot;
A Ge-ware dish laid out with utmost care.
Time and effort spent to brew the tea;
Each cup more lovely than Heavenly nectar.
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Polished zisha and duanni hoop-handle pots 
exported to Thailand. Right are longevity cups, 
reserved for Thai royalty.
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Bangkok (RCB), located by the bank 
of the Chao Phraya River—a sever-
al-story building dedicated exclusively 
to selling high-end antiques. Every two 
months, the venue would hold an an-
tiques auction, which featured plenty 
of rare and beautiful blue-and-white 
porcelain among the lineup. In addi-
tion, Bangkok’s outdoor Chatuchak 
Weekend Market and the neighboring 
JJ Mall both housed a high concen-
tration of antique shops, almost all of 
which featured blue-and-white porce-
lain among their displays.

Although southern Chinese immi-
grants established a presence in Ma-
laysia relatively late, unlike Thailand 
and Indonesia, Malaysia had no policy 
forbidding the study of the Chinese 
language. The Malaysian government 
freely allowed people of Chinese de-
scent to set up schools and learn their 
mother tongue, which made it easier 
for ethnic Chinese communities to 
maintain and promote their native 

Over the past century or so, Thai-
land’s political situation has remained 
relatively stable, and free from war; 
Thailand was also not involved in the 
warfare following Japanese attacks on 
Southeast Asia during World War II. 
Thanks to this, many of the blue-and-
white porcelain implements commis-
sioned from Jingdezhen during the 
Qing Dynasty have survived undam-
aged to the modern day. During the 
1980s, many Malaysian tea enthusiasts 
had a great passion for the blue-and-
white porcelain of Thailand and would 
spend their vacations treasure-hunting 
in the Thai capital, Bangkok.

Aside from a presence at antique 
shops and flea markets, a significant 
number of polished Zisha teapots and 
blue-and-white porcelain items could 
also be found at antiques auctions, and 
blue-and-white porcelain ware showed 
up at several large-scale antiques mar-
kets in Bangkok. One example is an art 
and antiques center called River City 

culture. In this environment, gongfu 
tea flourished. The vigorous growth 
of gongfu tea in Malaysia created a 
keen demand for Ruo Shen cups and 
blue-and-white porcelain ware among 
local tea enthusiasts, and the historical 
blue-and-white porcelain originally ex-
ported to Thailand, plus the pieces that 
were unearthed in Indonesia, fulfilled 
the demands of Penang’s gongfu tea 
culture for high-quality teaware.

These gongfu teaware pieces, hand-
ed down through the ages since the 
Ming and Qing dynasties, are not 
simply artifacts for display, destined 
to spend their days shut up in a cup-
board. Rather, they have been given a 
new lease of life thanks to the devotion 
of gongfu tea enthusiasts. These vener-
able vessels, which have seen so much 
history, are brewing tea once more, 
bringing forth the rich, profound 
“rocky charm” of gongfu tea.

壽
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thy of personal pride, let alone serving 
tea to guests.” To truly feel the joy of 
drinking tea, they were also particular 
about savoring the flavor of the tea it-
self, as well as the visual and tactile ap-
preciation of the teaware. The tea and 
teaware both had to be well-known 
products from famous makers, and an-
tique pots, cups and tea trays were con-
sidered superior, becoming treasures as 
precious as fine jade. The inscriptions 
on the pots included lines of poetry 
such as, “One rinse brings flowers, an 
eternal spring day; in an idle moment, 
friends from all around visit my study 
(一浣有花春晝永，八方無事訪 
書齋).” The artistic landscape paint-
ings decorating the cups featured 
“scenes of fishermen, woodsmen, farm-
ers and scholars amid remote and se-
cluded landscapes.” This embodies the 
idea of the reclusive scholar, an aesthet-
ic yearning to escape the “real world” 
and enter the free and joyful realm of 
one’s own thoughts. In the moment of 
drinking tea, the tea becomes a meta-
phor for the body and mind, washing 
away the troubles of everyday life for 
a time; the tea and one’s nature bring 
out the best in each other. We lose and 
then find ourselves in tea.

T hese days, blue-and-white 
porcelain Ruo Shen cups very 
seldom make an appearance as 

part of a chaxi. Instead, they have been 
replaced by various kinds of “tea-tast-
ing cups.” The beauty of a tea session 
lies in the innate charm of the tea: in 
its fragrance, be it bold or delicate, 
and the subtle sensation of sipping the 
tea as the cup meets the drinker’s lips. 
Qualities such as the material, texture, 
thickness and height of the cup, as well 
as the slant of its rim, all influence our 
experience of drinking the tea and our 
perception and enjoyment of its fra-
grance. Beneath their outward appear-
ance, with their beautiful blue painted 
flowers and glossy texture, Ruo Shen 
cups are filled with the spirit of oolong 
tea from generations past and present. 

“A universe is contained within the 
teapot; poetry flows within the cup.” In 
the olden days, the officials and gentile 
classes of the Minnan region (south-
ern Fujian) had strong feelings when 
it came to tea drinking. When hosting 
guests they insisted that “the tea must 
be Wuyi; the pot must be Mengchen; 
the cups must be Ruo Shen. These 
three are quite necessary for drinking 
tea; anything less would not be wor-

The Longxi County Annals, Volume 
11: Social Customs (龍溪縣誌卷之
十。風俗篇), written in Fujian Prov-
ince in 1762 (the 27th reign year of the 
Qianlong Emperor), contains the fol-
lowing excerpt: “The people have high 
regard for the tea of Lingshan Temple, 
though lately they have been buying 
tea from far-away Wuyi. When the 
fifth month arrives, they hold tea com-
petitions. The pot must be Dabin; the 
cups must be Ruo Shen; the stove must 
be Dazhuang... the cost of tea is several 
thousand per year.” (Shi Dabin, 時大
彬, is another famous Yixing crafts-
man, so this is another reference to Zi-
sha pots in general.) In those days, in 
addition to tea competitions, the peo-
ple of Minnan also compared their tea 
implements and their skills of brewing 
and drinking/evaluating tea, refining 
the art of tea tasting to the pinnacle 
of perfection. They understood that 
as well as searching out the best teas, 
quality teaware was also important to 
bring out the true fragrance of the tea; 
they sought the ultimate refinement in 
tea, teaware, water, flame, brewing and 
drinking methods in order to bring 
out the innate character of the tea, to 
taste the serene beauty of Cliff Tea.  

The Mystery
of  the Ruo Shen Collection

茶人: Master Wang Jiehong (王介宏) 



謎般若深



27/ The Mystery of the Ruo Shen Collection

When drinking gongfu tea, the re-
quirements for the cups are very strict: 
they should be fairly short in stature, 
with a slightly outward-slanting rim; 
Ruo Shen cups must be finely crafted 
and fulfill the criteria of being “small, 
shallow, thin and fired at high tem-
peratures.” The blue-and-white porce-
lain ware of Jingdezhen was considered 
to be closest to the required standard. 
Compared to cups produced at oth-
er kilns of the early Qing Dynasty 
(1644–1911), it brings out the fra-
grance of the tea more and has a horse’s 
hoof shape with an outward-slanting 
rim; when you pick up one of these 
cups, it doesn’t scald your fingers and 
makes it easy to sip the tea. The cup 
concentrates the flavor of the tea, and 
the fragrance noticeably lingers at the 
bottom of the cup after drinking the 
tea. All of these qualities led to these 
cups being highly valued by those who 
are serious about tea. It’s clear from this 
just how indispensable Ruo Shen cups 

The people of Minnan termed this 
extreme dedication to detail “gongfu 
tea,” and among scholars, officials and 
aristocratic families, it grew from the 
foundations of existing tea-drinking 
customs to become a distinguishing 
feature of the era. The tradition was 
handed down for hundreds of years 
and became an iconic cultural legacy 
of the Minnan people who emigrated 
to Southeast Asia and conducted busi-
ness there. It became a part of daily life 
that had deeper meaning, signifying 
the care the Minnan people put into 
tea and hospitality toward their guests, 
as well as the tastes of true tea lovers. 

Echoing the saying “to do a good 
job, an artisan needs the best tools,” tea 
and teaware are the most sincere and 
intimate of friends. Gongfu tea cups are 
as small as walnuts and the tea has a rich 
flavor and a full aftertaste. Just one sip 
permeates the heart and spleen, leaving 
the drinker feeling thoroughly relaxed 
and joyful in both body and mind. 

are among the Four Treasures of the tea 
studio for their ability to enhance the 
flavor and appreciation of the tea. To 
put it simply, nothing else would do. 
During that era, they were the absolute 
best cups for drinking Wuyi tea!

Origins of Ruo Shen
So, what are “Ruo Shen Collection” 

cups? Ruo Shen cups first appeared 
during the Qing Kangxi era (1661–
1722). In 1851, an author who signed 
his name as “The Hermit of the Cups  
(杯隱)” wrote a book on ancient ce-
ramics entitled The History of Cups  
(杯史), which contained this mention: 
“In the present era, implements [in-
clude]... Mohong (‘wiped red glaze’) 
bowls, Ruo Shen cups and Diaolong 
(‘carved dragon’) cups.” Textual records 
indicate that during the Kangxi era, in 
addition to Ruo Shen (若深) cups there 
were also three other maker’s marks, 

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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ed to the Qianlong (1735–1796) and 
Jiaqing (1796–1820) eras... the maker 
of these is unknown... most Ruo Shen 
cups are small cups for sipping tea, so 
perhaps their maker was a scholar who 
was fond of tea. Some of these cups do 
not bear the Ruo Shen (若深) name, 
but rather are simply inscribed with 
the character for ‘Jade (yu, 玉).’ These 
cups are also made by the same per-
son.”

Ruo Shen Collection small gongfu 
tea cups became most famous during 
the Qing Kangxi era. The blue-and-
white porcelain of the Kangxi era rep-
resented one of the great pinnacles of 
Qing Dynasty ceramic art; the blue 
and white colors of the porcelain em-
body a quiet elegance, and the “wrinkle 
(cun, 皴)” painting technique creates 
a vibrant wash of color with a multi-
tude of shades. The landscape paint-
ing style depicts classic stories, with 
people and pavilions, flowers, birds, 
plants and insects... Whether painted 

namely “Ruo Shen Collection (若深
珍藏),” “Qingxi (‘Qing Creek’),” a dif-
ferent “Ruo Shen Collection (慶溪若
深珍藏)” and “Xizhu (‘Western Cin-
nabar’) Ruo Shen Collection (西朱若
深珍藏).” In recent years, a single cup 
surfaced at a well-known auction bear-
ing the inscription “Shuangxi (‘Twin 
Creeks’) Ruo Shen Collection (雙溪
若深珍藏)”—a porcelain cup in the 
horse’s-hoof shape made from “paste 
ceramic (jiang tai, 漿胎),” decorated 
with a painted landscape. All of these 
pieces fetch high prices at auction.

In the early Republic of China era 
(1912–1949), Xu Zhiheng (許之衡) 
wrote the following passage in Writ-
ings on Porcelain from the Yinliu Study 
(飲流齋說瓷): “Ruo Shen Collection 
cups were produced during the Kangxi 
era; other than this, there were also the 
maker’s marks ‘Lue Garden (略園),’ 
‘Lychee Villa (荔莊),’ ‘Tan Study (坦
齋),’ ‘Mingyuan Hall (明遠堂)’ and 
‘Baiyi Study (百一齋),’ which all dat-

in the meticulously detailed gongbi  
(工筆) style or the bold, freehand xieyi 
style (寫意), they are finely done and 
full of charm, becoming very popu-
lar during the golden age of gongfu 
tea during the “three Qing eras” (the 
Kangxi, Yongzheng, 1722–1735, and 
Qianlong eras; together 1661–1796) 
in the cities of Tingzhou, Zhangzhou 
and Quanzhou in southern Fujian and 
the Chaozhou region of Guangdong. 
(Chaozzhou, Zhangzhou and Quan-
zhou are commonly called the “Three 
Zhous” and are considered to be the 
birthplace of gongfu tea.)

The painted motifs on blue-and-
white porcelain Ruo Shen Collection 
cups from the “three Qing eras” feature 
a wide range of subjects, but the most 
common include scenic landscapes that 
express a scholarly yearning to live a re-
clusive life away from the cares of the 
world—such as fish hiding in mountain 
streams and people fishing, gathering 
wood, working the land or studying. 
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ing, the native people of the Fujian 
region found meaning in the names 
“Ruo Shen (若深)” and “Mengchen  
(孟臣),” corresponding to the mean-
ing behind the paintings and express-
ing their sincere ideals through the 
medium of tea cups.

Ruo Shen Collection teaware was 
an outstanding example of blue-and-
white porcelain from the folk kilns 
(as opposed to the official, govern-
ment-run kilns). In reality, the cups 
of this genre that show up in today’s 
antique collections are largely not up 
to the highest standard of Ruo Shen 
Collection porcelain from the Kangxi 
era; rather, the best of them are more 
comparable to the porcelain from the 
folk kilns of the Yongzheng and early 
Qianlong eras. During the late Qian-
long and Jiaqing eras, the subject 

So, what is the significance of the 
four-character inscription “Ruo Shen 
Collection (Ruo Shen  Zhencang, 若深
珍藏)”? We can take this passage from 
Lao Tzu’s Treatise of Wonder (Miao 
Zhenjing, 妙真經) by way of an expla-
nation: “Inaction cultivates the form; 
nothingness soothes the spirit; liv-
ing humbly preserves the aspirations;  
silence cultivates the voice; peace and 
quiet calms the heart; sincerity pre-
serves the aspirations. To have a restful 
mind and active aspirations is to ‘be 
like (ruo, 若)’ a mighty lake, clear and 
‘deep (shen, 深);’ to live in solitude in a 
peaceful place is to be like the legend-
ary dragon, concealed in hibernation.” 
At the beginning of the Qing Dynasty, 
right at the crossroads when power was 
shifting from one dynasty to another 
and the previous nation was disappear-

matter of the paintings broadened to 
include a vast multitude of different 
scenes, such as “the seven sages of the 
bamboo grove; eight noble steeds in a 
shady forest; brewing tea beneath the 
pines; bringing a guqin (古琴, tradi-
tional Chinese zither) along to call on 
friends; the distinguished assembly of 
the West Garden; patterns featuring 
the kuilong (夔龍, a mythical beast a 
bit like a dragon with one leg); lakes 
with rocks and peony flowers; peaceful 
lotus ponds; nobles being promoted 
to a higher official ranking; and the 
characters for “good fortune, pros-
perity, longevity and happiness (fu, 
lu, shou, xi, 福祿壽喜).” While small 
in scale, these paintings were great in 
significance, becoming beloved by tea 
enthusiasts and sought after by aris-
tocratic families for their collections. 

This gorgeous set of Ruo Shen cups from Master Wang’s personal collection dis-
plays everything that makes Ruo Shen cups so special—so very “like the deep.” 
These are early Qing Dynasty cups crackled and stained with centuries of tea use. 
Older porcelain is more porous, and absorbs tea oils easily. Master Wang has 
cleaned these, so most of the tea in the cracks is his own. They even have a Qing Dy-
nasty cloth box, which isn’t as old as the cups. Such boxes were common for keeping 
treasures at the time, which demonstrates that they were precious to their original 
owners as well. These cups have been handed down from tea lover to tea lover over 
many generations. They are the perfect size for gongfu tea, and small enough to 
use a small Mengchen (Zisha) pot. A set of five is particularly auspicious, since the 
number is lucky in Chinese. They feature miniature paintings of one of the most 
famous characters in all of Chinese history, Wang Xizhi (王羲之, 303–361), who 
was a calligrapher, scholar, official and general in the Jin Dynasty (266–420). He 
is depicted here drinking tea peacefully in the shade with his students and friends. 
These cups are painted in the meticulous and detailed gongbi (工筆) style. 

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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Collection cups from the tomb of Lan 
Guowei (藍國威), dating to the Qing 
Kangxi era and housed in the collec-
tion of the Zhangpu County Museum, 
and the white-glazed cups with painted 
orchids at their centers unearthed from 
a tomb site in Southeast Asia, dating to 
the 84th year of the Kangxi era.

To sum up the styles of Ruo Shen 
cups handed down from the Qing 
Dynasty that can be found in today’s 
collections, they can be grouped into 
early, mid- and late Qing. From the 
early Qing (the Kangxi and Yongzheng 
eras), the small horse’s-hoof-shaped 
gongfu tea cups with an outward 
curved rim that were popular in the 
Zhangzhou region feature blue paint-
ed patterns on the sides and center of 
the cup. The paintings and color of 
the glaze are delicate and refined, and 

It’s been said of gongfu tea that “one 
person drinking tea in solitude can feel 
the spirit of the tea; two people drink-
ing together can experience its delight; 
three people make an enjoyable gath-
ering”—and these small painted cups 
added an immeasurable amount of 
charm and cultural significance to the 
experience.

Modern Collections
The Ruo Shen Collection cups that 

are known to us today fall into three 
categories: those excavated from the 
land, those dredged from the ocean, 
and those that have been passed down 
as heirlooms. The earliest two examples 
that typify Kangxi era pieces are the 
blue-and-white porcelain Ruo Shen 

the porcelain used is often of the fine 
“paste ceramic (jiangtai, 漿胎)” vari-
ety, with a delicate crackle effect in the 
glaze. The inscriptions on the bottom 
are written in blue glaze and include 
“Twin Creeks Ruo Shen Collection 
(shuangxi Ruo Shen  Zhencang, 雙溪
若深珍藏)” as well as simply “Ruo 
Shen Collection.” These are among the 
most coveted items for any collector of 
Ruo Shen Collection cups and include 
cups from the Jingdezhen kilns (some 
marked with the year and some with-
out a maker’s mark) as well as some 
from the Dehua kilns (including plain 
ivory-white cups and blue-and-white 
porcelain ones). All of them represent 
the finest-quality tea cups of their era. 
(Some scholars regard only the Jingde-
zhen versions as true Ruo Shen, and 
others as copies.)

王
羲
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During the late Qing and early Re-
public era (1912–1949), author Weng 
Huidong (翁輝東) wrote the follow-
ing passage in The Classic of Chaozhou 
Tea: Gongfu Tea (潮州茶經．工
夫茶): “In terms of tea cups, those 
made by Ruo Shen are the best; they 
are white with blue flower patterns, 
have flat bases and wide mouths, and 
the bottoms of the cups bear the in-
scription ‘Ruo Shen Collection.’ Aside 
from these, there are other finely made 
little cups, tiny in diameter; the white 
porcelain ones from the Jian kilns are 
paper-thin with a color as pure as jade. 
If the cup is not thin, it won’t bring 
out the fragrance; if it is not pure, it 
won’t show off the color. In addition, 
the cups we use differ depending on 
the season; in spring we use ox-eye 
cups; in summer we use chestnut cups; 
in autumn we use lotus-leaf cups and 
in winter we use inverted bell cups. 
Also, the cups should be small and 
shallow, small enough to drink the tea 
in one mouthful with no liquor left at 
the bottom. Recently, people having 
been taking to the trumpet-shaped 
cups from Jingdezhen, with their wide 
mouths and pointed bases; to proper-

Cups from the mid-Qing Dynasty 
(the Qianlong and Jiaqing eras) come 
in many different shapes, with the 
majority being relatively short and of 
the inverted bell shape, with a slight-
ly outward-slanting rim. The sides of 
the cups are decorated in the blue-and-
white porcelain style, with charming 
paintings capturing a mood associ-
ated with scholars and hermits. The 
paintings are elegant, diverse and rich 
in detail, depicting subjects such as 
natural landscapes, people, birds and 
flowers. These finely crafted cups were 
the height of fashion for a time and in-
clude examples from Jingdezhen (blue-
and-white porcelain, bearing the “Ruo 
Shen Collection” inscription or signed 
as made during the Ming Chenghua, 
1464–1487, or Xuande era, 1425–
1435—they weren’t made then; this 
was just a tribute to the porcelain of 
those eras) and Dehua (blue-and-white 
porcelain, plain white or decorated 
with overglaze color), as well as some 
from the Zhangzhou kilns. Gongfu tea 
was relatively popular during this era, 
so the teaware is very diverse and fairly 
easy to obtain. This is a nice, and more 
affordable, option.

ly drink the tea from them, one must 
tilt one’s head back, and it takes several 
mouthfuls to finish the tea. Then there 
is the so-called ‘milk cup’ with a han-
dle, which is spurned by those who are 
serious about gongfu tea.” (See above 
right to look at the seasonal shapes. 
The “milk cup” is a mug, influenced by 
Western style drinking which some of 
the Qing emperors preferred, adding 
milk to red tea.)

The gongfu tea style that was in 
vogue in Chaozhou during the late 
Qing Dynasty required small, delicate 
tea cups, different from the cups that 
were popular in southern Fujian during 
the mid-Qing. During the late Qing 
(from the Daoguang era, 1820–1850, 
onwards, beginning in 1821), the Ruo 
Shen cups produced in Jingdezhen 
mainly comprised those destined for 
export (to countries such as Malaysia 
and Thailand) and those produced at 
the Fengxi kilns. The Ruo Shen cups of 
this period were thinner and there was 
a wider variety of different vessels, such 
as cups, saucers, trays, teapot stands, 
lidded bowls (蓋碗, gaiwan) and 
wastewater containers. From the late 
Qing until the 1970s, it became pop-

Above is the highest quality of Ruo 
Shen cups, commissioned from the 
more famous workshops of Jingdezhen 
and meticulously painted in the gongbi  
(工筆) style. To the left are the marks 
meant to commemorate Ming Dynas-
ty qinghua porcelain: “Made in Chen-
ghua (成化)” and “Made in Xuande  
(宣德).” Signing past masters or pe-
riods is common in Chinese art, rep-
resenting an homage to the ages past. 
Others were fakes or even real antiques.

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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era are exceedingly rare and hard to 
come by, and the pool of physical ar-
tifacts that we have to provide crucial 
supporting evidence—such as the year 
of production, the shape of the cup, the 
style of the blue painted decorations, 
the size of the cup, the quantity and 
so on—is relatively small. However, 
the evidence we do have is testimony 
to these cups’ importance as a famous 
make of teaware beloved by gongfu tea 
practitioners. 

ular to pair a Shuiping (水平) teapot 
with small, straight-mouthed “ox-eye 
eggshell cups.” Towards the latter part 
of this period, tea shops promoted this 
sort of tea drinking practice by giving 
away a free standard teapot and Fengxi 
“eggshell” cups to customers who 
bought tea. But as times changed and 
the manufacturing economy expand-
ed, tea drinking practices changed too, 
and the fine quality Mengchen pots 
and Ruo Shen cups (two of the Four 
Treasures of gongfu tea) that were so 
essential during the “three Qing eras” 
gradually disappeared from the tea ta-
ble and did not take a permanent place 
in the history of gongfu tea. Perhaps 
the change wasn’t for the better.

Like Mengchen pots, Ruo Shen 
cups also became a carefully selected 
symbol of quality when it came to 
teaware. From the Qing Dynasty right 
through to the present day, there have 
been all sorts of porcelain teaware pro-
duced under the “Ruo Shen Collec-
tion” name, becoming an enigmatic 
category of porcelain with manifold 
forms and a long, rich history. These 
days, surviving Ruo Shen Collection 
gongfu teacups from the Qing Kangxi 

I have listed here some of the Qing 
Dynasty Ruo Shen cups in my own 
collection, including maker’s marks 
such as “Chenghua (成化)” and “Xu-
ande (宣德)”—both era names used 
in tribute, as discussed above—as well 
as “Delight in Jade (wan yu, 玩玉)” 
and “Precious Jade (zhen yu, 珍玉).” 
Many of these were popular in gongfu 
tea practices in the mid-Qing period; 
I will detail them here for your refer-
ence. All of these are cups I use for tea.

茶 A style of cup commissioned from the famous workshops of Jingdezhen in 
the early Qing and “three Qing eras” (Kangxi, Yongzheng, Qianlong), for use 
in southern Fujian.

茶 A style of cup commissioned in the late Qing, for use in Southeast Asia.

茶 A cup commissioned by Ou Lu (歐陸) during the Qing Dynasty; it is not a 
gongfu tea cup, but rather a British-style teacup for drinking red tea.

茶 An “eggshell cup” from a Hong Kong tea merchant in the 1970s–1980s, for 
use in southeast Asia.

茶 Jingdezhen blue-and-white porcelain tea cups (volume 10, 15, 20 and 30 
milliliters), with slightly out-turned rims and shallow feet.

茶 Cups for drinking oolong, especially Cliff Tea: thin or fairly thin, good at 
concentrating and retaining the fragrance of the tea, and are easy to hold and 
drink from. They feature delicate paintings, and they are beautiful to behold—
fine antiques as precious as jade.

Above is a four season set of De Hua 
cups used for different teas drunk in 
different seasons. De Hua is a porce-
lain hub in Fujian that is also famous 
for teaware. To the left are cups marked 
with the “Delight in Jade (wan yu, 玩
玉)” and “Precious Jade (zhen yu, 珍
玉)” marks, which are also rare. More 
often, cups are found with the charac-
ter for jade (玉). It is interesting that all 
Ruo Shen cups were not standardized, 
since they were and made in folk kilns. 

Ox-eye cup (牛目杯)

春

Chestnut cup (栗子杯) Lotus cup (荷葉杯) Inverted bell cup (仰鐘杯)

夏 秋 冬



33/ The Mystery of the Ruo Shen Collection

and spread of tea culture throughout 
southern Fujian, Taiwan, Hong Kong 
and Southeast Asia. Anything other 
than genuine articles of these two types 
of teaware was considered unworthy of 
use when serving tea to guests. So, who 
were these two aristocrats of teaware? 
Their enigmatic identity is worth in-
vestigating, but one thing is sure: As 
they spread among the gentry, officials 
and tea houses, they became highly ad-
mired and sought after by Chajin all 
around; every chaxi had to include a 
Mengchen pot and Ruo Shen cups to 
be considered worthy.

Therefore, when drinking Cliff Tea 
in a gongfu tea session, what sort of 
cups should one use? The fragrance, 
character and aesthetic appeal of the 
tea are all brought to life via the tea cup. 
There are all sorts of cups out there: tall 
cups that bring out the fragrance very 
prominently; short cups with an out-
turned rim that make it easy to sip the 
tea; thin-sided cups and thick ones (to 
bring out the character and fragrance); 
porcelain and pottery cups; plain and 
with painted motifs; cups that are 
wood-fired, coal-fired and electric 
kilns; old cups and new cups. Tea cups 
bring a certain delight and apprecia-
tion to the experience of drinking tea; 
they influence the aesthetics of a chaxi 
and the manifestation of the tea’s fra-
grance and character when tasting the 
liquor. A tea cup contains not just tea, 
but also a wealth of feeling.

As Chajin, how do we choose our 
cups? First of all, we must consider the 
characteristics of the tea we’ve chosen 
to drink: Is it an aged tea, or one with 
a rich flavor and elegant fragrance, or a 
sweet, mellow tea with a floral aroma? 
Once we’ve familiarized ourselves with 
the character of the tea, then we can 
decide the shape and thickness of the 
cups, what sort of kiln they were fired 
in, the material they are made from, 
their capacity and so on. All of this 
has an influence on how prominently 
the character of the tea emerges, on its 
richness, aroma, whether or not the 
fragrance lingers in the cup, whether 
or not it is easy to grasp without scald-
ing your hands and whether or not it 
is easy to sip the tea. Tea with a strong 

In a strict sense, Ruo Shen cups are 
those used during the “three Qing eras” 
(the Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong 
eras, 1661–1796). People following 
the gongfu tea tradition of southern 
Fujian (Minnan) used small blue-and-
white porcelain tea cups from Jingde-
zhen at that time. So, Jingdezhen cups 
from this era are true Ruo Shen.

In the broader sense, “Ruo Shen” 
covers teaware used in the gongfu 
tea tradition of Minnan, including 
cups, trays and gaiwan (lidded bowls 
for drinking leaves in a bowl tea, not 
a brewing vessel). The maker’s marks 
found on these cups include “Ruo 
Shen (若深),” “Ruochen (若琛)” and 
“Ruo Shen Collection (若深珍藏).” 
There are also cups with inscriptions of 
the year they were made. 

Then, also in broad terms, there are 
blue-and-white porcelain cups from 
the Zhangzhou kilns, many styles of 
small tea cup from the Dehua kilns 
(like the “four seasons cups” on the 
previous page) and cups with no signa-
ture on them. 

In the early ‘90s, I was quite par-
tial to drinking oolong tea, so I went 
in search of good tea cups that could 
bring out the character of the tea. At 
the time, it was popular to use a stan-
dard sort of teapot, but those who were 
better versed in the art of brewing and 
drinking tea would use small Zisha 
pots from the Qing Dynasty, often 
zhuni (朱泥), which were much bet-
ter at bringing out the fragrance. I was 
very keen to get one of these pots, so 
I took a trip to the region of Zhang-
zhou and Longhai in southern Fujian 
in search of antique gongfu teaware. 
In those days, fine teaware from the 
three Qing eras was hard to come by, 
especially high-quality Ruo Shen Col-
lection cups from the Jingdezhen kilns. 
It was extremely difficult to collect a 
full set of them, as most of them could 
only be found as single cups, and the 
majority were products of the Zhang-
zhou kilns. 

In fact, Ruo Shen cups and Meng-
chen pots were equally important, and 
were in vogue for a period of some 
two hundred years. They were inti-
mately connected to the development 

flavor, like oolong, is drunk in smaller 
volumes, so we choose small cups; tea 
with a mild flavor is drunk in larger 
volumes, so we choose bigger cups. In 
addition, the cups should also show off 
the color of the tea, so the color of the 
cups should go well with the hue of the 
liquor: For clear, light-colored teas, it’s 
nice to use light-colored cups to show-
case the tea’s elegant color. On top of 
this, selecting cups with a decorative 
motif can bring an extra element of 
delight to the tea-drinking experience.

Today, Ruo Shen Collection cups 
are a symbol of the deep significance 
behind tea traditions and represent 
the finest of teaware, embodying both 
“rationality and sensibility.” They act 
in concert with the nature of the tea, 
with the beauty of tea traditions, with 
the gongfu of tea, bringing an experi-
ence that is described in the Classic of 
Chaozhou Gongfu Tea: “The fragrance 
flows over teeth and cheeks; the sweet-
ness coats the throat and mouth. The 
deities approach the Heavens, and 
thoughts gallop on from past to pres-
ent. (芳香溢齿颊，甘澤潤喉吻。
神明凌霄漢，思想驰古今。)” This 
is what it means to experience the Way 
of gongfu tea, to smell the fragrance 
and appreciate the character of the tea. 
So, what sort of cups should we use to 
drink our Mount Wuyi Cliff Tea? The 
dreamlike masterpieces from the Qing 
Kangxi era? Blue-and-white porcelain 
cups from the “three Qing eras?” Per-
sonally, the cups I use are in the Ruo 
Shen style, and are called “cups of 
cleansing worldly cares”!

These are the Four Treasures: 
A Mengchen pot, Ruo Shen cups, a 
shadiao and clay brazier. Also in-
cluded are a Ge-ware teaboat and 
cup tray, as well as a charcoal bas-
ket with tongs and a fan. This is all 
we need for a cup “like the deep.”

a Summary of ruo Shen cuPS

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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Ruo Shen
Collections

T here is a lot to learn from the collections of gongfu 
tea lovers. When we visit museums with teaware, we 
often leave with mixed feelings: happy to learn and 

see so many glorious pieces but sad they are not loved in the 
way their creators intended; happy that they will be protected, 
but sad that they will never touch tea again, and so on. These 
collections are different. Throughout the next several pages, 
we have the collections of tea lovers like ourselves who love 
tea and all things related, who have spent a lifetime collecting 
these rare treasures. Back in the day, some of them could be 
found around Thailand, Taiwan and other places for cheap. 
Ruo Shen cups make delicious tea, which is brighter in color 
and more fragrant for sniffing after we drink the liquor, along-
side a rich smoothness in mouthfeel that modern cups cannot 
achieve. However, they are rare and expensive and there are 
fakes, of course. We recommend finding any antique wine cups 
from the Qing, or preferably Ming Dynasty, and using them 
for tea. They may not be as beautiful or quite as nice as Ruo 
Shen cups, which are “like the deep” after all, but for most of 
us they will bring all the same benefits without being so costly 
and we won’t have to worry about breaking something so pre-
cious. Also, there is something to using more ordinary cups, 
the kind simple folk like us would have owned back in the 
day... Still, it is a rare treat to be able to peak into collections 
such as these and see just how beautiful these treasured cups 
are. We hope you get to drink from a Ruo Shen cup some day! 

若深珍藏
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37/ Ruo Shen Collections: Master Wang Jiehong

These cups have the “Made in Chenghua (成化)” mark, which was a tribute to the 
Ming Dynasty period from 1464 to 1487. It was common to reference earlier peri-
ods or masters in Chinese art. These cups are flared open for comfortable drinking. 
The mouth measures 6.8 cm across. The painting is of mountain huts of the type 
that scholars retreated to, or at least heralded in their poems and paintings, repre-
senting harmony with Nature.

Master Wang Jiehong (王介宏) is the current director of the Chinese Gongfu Tea 
Association, the owner and manager of the Di Fan Tea Hut (滌煩茶寮), and a 
teacher and researcher of traditional gongfu tea and Song-style tea brewing. He 
has been collecting gongfu teaware from the Zhangzhou area of Fujian since the 
1990s, along with many artifacts from the traditional arts of tea, flower arranging, 
incense, painting and calligraphy. His gongfu teaware collection includes many 
sets of tea cups dating to the early Qing, “three Qing eras” (Kangxi, Yongzheng and 
Qianlong, together 1661–1796) and mid-Qing. Many of them bear the “Ruo Shen 
Collection (若深珍藏)” seal, with some also marked as made in the Chenghua  
(成化) or Xuande (宣德) eras. Many of them are blue-and-white porcelain, fea-
turing paintings of landscapes, lotus ponds, rural scenes and traditional patterns. 
The next four pages display examples from his wonderful collection. Master Wang 
wrote the article on pp. 25–34, and more of his beautiful pieces are displayed there.

王
介
宏

Three Early Qing Mountain Seclusion Cups

This cup has the “Made in Xuande  
(宣德)” mark to commemorate that 
Ming Dynasty era (1425–1435). The 
painting is very detailed and depicts 
the type of mountain scene where schol-
ars would meet friends for tea, bringing 
along a guqin (古琴) to have a pleasant 
afternoon of tea, music, fellowship and 
Nature. It is a bigger cup: 7.8 cm across.

Early Qing Landscape

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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The marks on these two cups are simply “Ruo Shen.” The detailed painting on these 
cups depicts a typical garden party (西園雅集) of artists and scholars, enjoying 
fine tea, fellowship and sometimes food, art and poetry as well. There is a tea ser-
vant, a “cha tong (茶童),” fanning the coals for tea off to the side, which is common 
to this type of artwork. The cups are flared for comfort, with less of a lip. They 
measure 6.2 cm across the diameter of the mouth.

Mid-Qing Garden Party Cups

This cup has the “Made in Chenghua (成化)” mark, like many of Master Wang’s 
cups, which is a tribute to that Ming era. Interestingly, there are blue-and-white  
(青花, qinghua) cups from the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) that have lotus patterns 
like this, so these cups may be Qing Dynasty (1644–1911) fakes of Ming cups or 
merely tributes to that time. The lotus pond is beautifully depicted. These cups have 
a nice flare and are 6.3 cm in diameter across the mouth.

Early Qing Lotus Cups

滌煩茶寮
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Rural life was idolized by scholars for its simplicity and for the closeness to Nature 
found in such a lifestyle. Those who couldn’t retire to the countryside built small 
gardens, keeping bonsai and interesting stones from the mountains in their studios 
and gardens to stay connected to Great Nature. These cups depict scholars in the 
mountains, as well as fishermen and lumberjacks chopping wood. There is Zen in 
chopping wood and gathering water and poetry in simplicity. (6.5 cm diameter.)

“Three Qing” Country Life Cups

The stamp on these cups say “Ruo Shen Collection.” They are full of very fine detail, 
showing fine steeds (駿) in mountain forests with birds and people riding the horses 
or tending them. Fine horses were extremely precious and represented abundance 
as well as a connection to Nature. Traditionally, horses were Yang, and also sym-
bolized power and beauty. There are also birds or bats on some of the cups. These 
flared cups are 6.2 cm in diameter across the mouth and excellent for oolong tea.

Late-Qing Fine Steed Cups

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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The stamps on these four cups read “Ruo Shen Collection.” It was common for art-
work to show peonies on rocks, often by the river. The peony is a symbol of wealth 
and prosperity. Historically, peonies were grown and enjoyed by Chinese emperors 
and other literati. They often held peony-viewing parties, and they cultivated them 
in their gardens and brought them into their homes. These peonies are painted in a 
looser style. These cups are 6.4 cm in diameter.

Mid-Qing Peony Cups

The stamps on these four cups read “Ruo Shen Collection.” These cups depict moun-
tain scenes in great detail. They show the idyllic, slow life in the country with birds, 
boats drifting by and huts and houses that blend into the landscape. Houses and 
the lives of people harmonize with Nature and become part of the natural scen-
ery. This sentiment is a part of the poetry of tea, which brings Nature to society.  
The mountains and rivers are in every cup, so why not on them as well.

Mid-Qing Mountain Seclusion Cups
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The mark on these two cups says “Made in Chenghua (成化).” Since there were pe-
ony cups in the Ming Dynasty, we cannot know if these were made in the Qianlong 
era (1735–1796) as fake Ming or as a tribute. The peonies here are depicted fully 
open, and in much greater detail than the ones on the previous page, representing 
the meticulously detailed “gongbi (工筆) style” as opposed to the looser “xieyi style 
(寫意).” They are everted mouth cups (撇口杯), 3.5 cm high with 7 cm diameter. 

Liang Mingzong (梁明宗) is a lover of tea, ceramics and antiques. He has amassed 
a unique collection of rare teaware. Many of you will remember his smile from sev-
eral of our Annual Trips. He contributes to our work in many ways. His Di Yuan 
Tea Space (楴緣茶空間) was founded in 2005, and mainly promotes exchange and 
sharing around tea and tea vessels, focusing on puerh tea, traditional Taiwanese 
oolong, Taiwanese pottery art, antique Japanese tetsubin (iron kettles) and books 
on tea and ceramics. This page displays a few pieces from his fabulous collection. 
The dates range from the Qing Dynasty to the early Republic era (1912–1949). 
They are decorated with a wide range of different motifs. The majority of cups in 
the collection bear the “Ruo Shen Collection” mark, while others are dated with 
era names and a couple bear other maker’s marks, including “Hall Full of Happi-
ness Mark (man tang fu ji, 滿堂福記)” and “Twin Creeks Ruo Shen (shuangxi ruo 
shen, 雙溪若深).”

梁
明
宗

Qianlong Peony Cups

This is a lovely late-Qing cup from the  
Guangxu era (1871–1908) that says 
“Ruo Shen Collection” on the bottom. 
The bamboo is painted in relief, which 
is very rare in any style of qinghua, and 
represents steady progress and flexibili-
ty. This cup is in the inverted bell shape 
(仰鐘杯) which is nice for fragrant 
teas. It is 4.3 cm high with a diameter 
of 6.2 cm—the perfect size for many 
oolong teas.

Guangxu Bamboo

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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These two lovely cups are late-Qing, from the Guangxu period like the bamboo 
cup on the opposite page. The mark reads “Ruo Shen Collection,” as with so many 
cups. These cups are very small, at 4.9 cm in diameter. Such small, plain cups be-
came popular in the late Qing and Early Republic (1912–1949) eras, especially 
in Chaozhou. They are everted mouth cups (撇口杯) and perfect for small sips of 
fragrant oolong tea. To many tea lovers, plain cups are highly sought after.

Guangxu Golden Glaze Cups

These gorgeous cups are early Qing, from the Yongzheng era that spans from 1678 
to 1735. They are meticulously painted with two horses beneath beautiful willow 
trees that hang down from the rim of the cup. Horses symbolized masculine power 
and abundance, and willows symbolize immortality and rebirth. These cups are 3 
cm tall and 6.3 cm in diameter. They are everted mouth cups (撇口杯), which are 
amongst the most common of shapes.

Yongzheng Horses Under Willows Cups
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These rare cups have the “fortune (福)” stamp on the bottom and a flower on the 
inside. The outside of the cups depict the Eight Immortals in various poses. The 
Eight Immortals (八仙) are important figures in Chinese cosmology based on Dao-
ist sages from the Tang (618–907) and Song Dynasty (960–1279), though some 
may be mythical figures. This set most likely had eight cups to begin with and three 
have therefore been lost. These cups are tiny: 2.9 cm tall and 4.8 cm in diameter.

Yue Cha Bu Ye (約茶不夜), established in 2011, is a space that mainly focuses on 
Chinese and Japanese tea and incense implements as well as ancient Chinese ce-
ramics, and periodically holds events and themed exhibitions. Alongside antiques, 
the space is dedicated to discovering modern-day artists working in media such as 
ink painting, ceramics, lacquerware and sculpture, linking the past and present in 
one space. Their collection of cups includes several Ruo Shen Collection cups dat-
ing from the early to mid-Qing Dynasty, some with the inscription “Jade (yu, 玉)” 
and some with other maker’s marks. They represent a variety of shapes, including 
outward-turned rims, the trumpet-like “horse’s hoof ” shape and bell-shaped. Their 
decorative motifs include rural scenes of fishing, gathering firewood, farming and 
studying, as well as landscapes and the Eight Immortals. These are a few of the 
amazing pieces they have collected and many are in use, serving great tea to guests 
every day.

約
茶
不
夜

Mid-Qing Eight Immortals Cups

This early-Qing cup is from the Kangxi 
era (1661–1722). It depicts rural life in 
detail, including a small person in the 
hut, which was celebrated by scholars 
and officials for the peace it represented 
and by Daoists for the simplicity and 
connection to Nature such a life engen-
dered. Inside the cup is a simple, yet el-
egant flower with grass.

Kangxi Countryside

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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The bottom of these cups are stamped with “Jade (yu, 玉),” which is, of course, pre-
cious and also symbolically important. These were treasures after all. Once again, 
we have rural scenes on these cups, including a person carrying a guqin (古琴) to 
visit friends. These are very tiny cups: only 2.3 cm high with a diameter of 3.9 cm. 
They are in the horse’s hoof shape (馬蹄杯) and are a wonderful size and shape for 
drinking fragrant oolong tea, especially Cliff Tea.

Qing Rural Life Cups

This Qianglong era (1735–1796) cup has the mark of “Ruo Shen Collection” on the 
bottom. It depicts riders out on snowy trails in search of plum blossoms. One side 
has a plum tree which extends up past the rim. A servant appears to be following 
one rider with a clipped plum branch, perhaps to put in a vase as a chaxi for tea 
when they get home. This small cup is 2.4 cm high with a mouth that has a diame-
ter of 5.7 centimeters. It is an everted mouth cup (撇口杯).

Qianlong In Search of Plum Blossom Cup

玩玉若深
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These beautiful cups are early Qing, from the Yongzheng era (1678–1735). They do 
not have any mark on the bottom, which is rare. They depict sweeping landscapes 
painted in a looser style, with huts and hermitages as well as the occasional person 
shown in very small size, dwarfed by their landscape. Connection to Nature and a 
simple life is the theme of so many of these cups. They are 3 cm high with a diameter 
of 6 cm, perfect for the Mengchen pot above.

Hong Xin Long (鴻鑫隆) is a tea company that was founded in 1998 in Dongguan 
City, Guangdong Province. The headquarters are also home to a large-scale tea 
culture house and a museum that houses many fine examples of Jingdezhen por-
celain teaware, in particular some Kangxi-era (1661–1722) blue-and-white porce-
lain Ruo Shen Collection (若深珍藏) cups featuring beautiful landscape paintings 
that demonstrate the meticulous skills of the craftsmen. They are designed in quite 
an original shape, with an outward-turned rim that prevents the fingers from be-
ing scalded when drinking the tea. The collection also includes Ruo Shen Collec-
tion cups dating to the Qing Yongzheng (1722–1735), Qianlong (1735–1796) and 
Guangxu (1871–1908) eras, featuring beautiful landscapes, people going about 
their rural activities and scenes of the Eight Immortals. Many of these cups are 
preserved in the museum to ensure they will be safe for future tea lovers to learn 
from and appreciate. 

鴻
鑫
隆

Yongzheng Mountain & Rivers Cups

蒞臨

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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This beautiful tray is from the Guangxu era (1871–1908). It was most likely used 
as a cup tray but could also be a teaboat. It is shaped like a coin, symbolizing 
abundance and has the “Endless Longevity (萬壽)” print, which is the character 
for longevity over and over. It is painted in relief, which is a rare type of blue-and-
white porcelain. The bottom mark says “Ruo Shen Collection,”with a height of 2.4 
cm and a diameter of 13 cm.

Guangxu Longevity Tea Tray

These two cups are from the Guangxu era, like the tray above. They show some of 
the Eight Immortals, often depicted with their symbols and often over the ocean. 
They are said to live on Mount Penglai and its surrounding islands of the Bohai 
Sea. They have a silver rim and are 4.5 cm high with a diameter of 6.1 centimeters. 
They are the inverted bell shape (仰鐘杯), which is nice for drinking fragrant teas 
like oolong.

Late-Qing Eight Immortals Cups
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This cup has a loose, free-flowing picture of mountains in the distance and a slight-
ly larger figure in the middle, sitting and forgetting (坐忘), becoming one with the 
landscape. The other side is an empty sky, with birds flying off into the horizon 
and three small dots that could be a distant bit of vanishing landscape. The bottom 
reads “Made in Chenghua (成化)” as tribute to the Ming Dynasty period. This is 
the sleep walking shape (臥足杯), a cup dedicated to the dream of traveling.

Zheng Laoshi (鄭老師) from Meizhou is an avid tea drinker, so he also likes to 
collect teaware. In Mr. Zheng’s opinion, the point of collecting teaware is to use 
it, as using it is the only way to tell whether it’s any good. Different teaware pro-
duces different styles of tea. His collection includes a considerable number of Ruo 
Shen Collection cups, most of them bearing either the “Ruo Shen Collection (若深 
珍藏)” maker’s mark, or the inscription “Made in the Chenghua era (成化年制),” 
which is a tribute to the Ming Dynasty Chenghua era (1464–1487). It was com-
mon for Chinese craftsmen to honor past traditions and to allow provenance to 
be shared with the lineage, remaining themselves “unknown craftsmen.” In terms 
of age, they span the Kangxi era (1661–1722) through to the late Qing, and they 
display various different shapes. The decorative motifs seen on these cups include 
many scenes inspired by Nature, from sages fishing, noble horses and scenes of ru-
ral activities, to the beauty of plum blossom, willow and pine trees.

鄭
老
師

Mid-Qing Mountain & River Cup

From 1735 to 1796, this early-Qing 
cup has a bottom that reads “Made in 
Chenghua (成化),” once again com-
memorating or replicating Ming cups. 
This rural life style (漁樵耕讀) is com-
mon for many cups in these collections. 
This one depicts a fisherman amongst 
mountains and his home on stilts in the 
water. This is yet another cup celebrat-
ing the ordinary.

Qianlong Rural Life

Rou Shen CupsRuo Shen Cups
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These glorious cups depict a portion of Wu De’s favorite poem by Jia Dao (賈島): 
“I asked the boy beneath the pines / he said the master has gone herb-picking / 
cloud-hidden, whereabouts unknown.” Two lines of the poem are on one side while 
a painting of the poem is on the other side. The bottom reads “Made in Chenghua  
(成化),” in honor of the Ming Dynasty cups of that era (1464–1487). They are 3.3 
cm high with a 6.5 cm diameter. 

Mid-Qing Beneath the Pines Cups

These cups are similar to the ones on p. 42, depicting very detailed horses under 
willow trees that extend up above the cups’ rims. One of the horses on these cups is 
spotted, which is very rare. Many themes were continued throughout cup sets and 
even over generations of craftsmen, but each was free to add his or her own flare. 
The bottom says “Ruo Shen Collection.” These cups are 2.8 cm high and have a 
diameter of 4.8 centimeters. They are mound shaped cups (墩式杯).

Mid-Qing Horses Under Willow Trees Cups

青花之王



which meant I was waking up to the cycles of suffering I was 
keeping myself in: endlessly chasing comfort and trying to sat-
isfy an inherently unsatisfiable mind. I realized I’d been playing 
a futile game—one I needed to wake up from—and that in 
wholeheartedly committing to doing so, the shape of my life 
would likely need to change, and maybe in a radical way. Re-
alizing this felt inspiring and electric, but also disorienting and 
lonely, I yearned to find a teacher and a community to practice 
with.

I spent much of 2020 and 2021 engaged in that pursuit, 
until, at the end of last year, I finally and gratefully found a Zen 
teacher and monastery I felt truly aligned with. It feels like I’m 
standing at the precipice of a new, unknown life, as I take steps 
toward a period of full-time monastic training. There’s been 
momentum, joy, inspiration, as well as grief and hardship in 
the process of letting go. Tea remains my cherished companion 
and guide along the way. When held by Her medicine, alone or 
with others, in my living room or at the monastery, time and 
space seem to fall away. All that we need to be we already are, 
and there is absolutely nothing else to do. What a gift!

I  was taken unexpectedly by the hand of Tea some years 
ago, led towards a mysterious destination I have yet to 
reach. This path we’re on together has been beautiful and 

uplifting, while also challenging at times, as it has beckoned me 
into a new way of living, clearing away previous ambitions and 
attachments like an ardent fire, leaving within me a burning 
ember of motivation to devote my life to my heart’s deepest 
questions. My story with Tea is the story of how I became a Zen 
practitioner, which has since become the central focus of my 
life, and something I didn’t predict would happen when I took 
my first sip of ceremonial tea several years ago.

I was introduced to Cha Dao by my friend Katherine Aplin 
in 2016, when she invited me over to sit for a bowl tea cer-
emony in her New York apartment. I was already a big fan 
of tea, meditation, ceremonies and Katherine Aplin, which, 
combined, likely meant I didn’t stand a chance at not being 
profoundly moved. Although I had consumed tea as a beverage 
for many years prior, until that day I had never consciously met 
Tea as a spirit, in the way that I had experienced other plant 
medicines as spirits. I remember thinking, “This is how I want 
to pray.”

For three years, I got to know tea medicine through fre-
quently sitting as Katherine’s guest, and in the meantime I be-
gan subscribing to Global Tea Hut, poring over the pages of 
the magazine and eagerly taste-testing the samples. Finally, in 
2019, Wu De came to New York and led several workshops on 
beginning your own tea practice, some of which I was able to 
attend. From there, I threw myself in.

By the spring of 2020, I had been sitting for tea daily for 
almost a year, deeply moved by the healing and connecting ef-
fects of the practice, when COVID broke out in New York. 
Suddenly finding myself isolated in my apartment against a 
backdrop of collective turmoil, tea went from being a meaning-
ful daily practice for me to a true refuge. Soon after lockdown 
began, my friend and tea sister Erika Houle invited me to join 
her Zen sangha’s daily meditation group over Zoom, and with 
that, Zazen became a refuge, too. I had been practicing various 
forms of meditation on-and-off for years prior, but Zazen was 
new to me. I began reading Zen texts and listening to dhar-
ma talks, finding that they immediately resonated, too. It felt 
as though Zen was providing the language for Tea’s wordless 
teachings I’d been engaged with for those years before. I reflect-
ed on the well-known phrase within Cha Dao, “Tea and Zen 
one flavor,” and felt grateful to have the time and space to fill 
my days with the exploration of its meaning.

Within a few months, I started to feel less like I was shel-
tering-at-home and more like I was inside of a caterpillar’s 
chrysalis. Practice was putting me more in touch with my life,  

49/ TeaWayfarer

茶人: Ansui Lyndsey Harrington, USA

Each month, we introduce one of the Global Tea Hut members to you in order to help you get to know more people 
in this growing international community. It’s also to pay homage to the many manifestations that all of this won-
derful 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 Ansui Lyndsey Harrington.

TeaWayfarer



介
紹Tea people are always prepared and keep 

their tea space and teaware clean and 
ready to serve. I live in this way, prepared 
for whatever comes my way.

August  Affirmation

Center News

We are discussing a short, beginner’s online 
course for leaves in a bowl tea. This would be a short 
course that is around three to five hours long covering 
the philosophy, history and context of leaves in a bowl 
tea, as well as the method of brewing tea this way and 
a guide to ceremonializing leaves in a bowl tea if one 
wishes to. Of course, we are all beginner’s no matter 
how far we travel, and advanced techniques are basic 
techniques mastered, but we hope that such a course 
can also start some tea journeys as well. 

Our annual photo contest has started. You can 
submit a photograph of anything tea-related. Any of 
your friends can also submit photographs as well, since 
you do not need to be a member to join the contest. So, 
help us spread the word! As usual, we will announce 
the winners in October. We will be offering all kinds of 
great tea and teaware for the winners. All of the past 
photography contests are in the “Community” section 
of our website. There have been so many inspiring en-
tries over the years, so it is worth looking through.

We have some new traditional oolong teas. 
We purchased some Old Man Dong Ding, which some 
of you may remember, as well as a northern Taiwan 
Tieguanyin and another aged Tieguanyin as well.

We also have two new white teas that are ab-
solutely stunning. One is an ancient-tree silver needle 
white tea we call Quicksilver, which is made from the 
same trees as Boundlessness. The other is an unpro-
cessed oolong tea from northern Taiwan.

Have you seen our new Yixing gongfu kettles? 
Together with Master Zhou Qi Kun, we meticulously 
designed these over two years. They are a dream to use, 
both in terms of the clay and the function. 

As we finalize our transition from a for-profit 
to a non-profit company, we are learning a tre-
mendous amount about how we are going to 
have to run our company from now on. We 
will have more news in the coming months. For 
now, we can offer tax deductible donations if 
you would like to contribute. We can also offer a 
tax deductions if you add anything above the re-
tail price on tea or teaware as an extra donation. 
Beyond that, there are a lot of details still to be 
worked out—obviously months worth. We are 
hiring a non-profit bookkeeper and have a team 
of lawyers helping us to make the transition.

It is looking like we will be opening a small 
space in California soon, offering regular tea ses-
sions as well as a small shop where people will 
be able to purchase tea and teaware. Our goal 
is to expand this into a full center, with cours-
es, retreats, daily sits and a shop. We also hope 
to have a teahouse as part of the center as well, 
where guests can make their own tea and we 
can host art shows, community gatherings and 
even the tea parties we are famous for in south-
ern California—with boiled tea and fellowship, 
sometimes live music or other events.

Inside the Hut
Coming Soon to Global Tea Hut Magazine

Water for Tea Tea & Music

Fire for TeaClassics of Tea
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I am prepared



The most four-treasured 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

若深杯


