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ABSTRACT

From China to the world: ceramics and tea, two age-old commodities

From its earliest use over four thousand years ago within the courts of Chinese 
emperors, tea, its use and influence, has spread across the globe, ‘conquering’ Asia,  
the Middle East, Europe and America.

Tea plantations changed both the landscape and commerce, and led to the opening 
of new trade routes. Its consumption influenced social behaviour, rituals and the arts, 
such as painting, calligraphy, lacquer and of course ceramics. 

Porcelain, which is impervious so as to not impart flavour, and a heat insulator, is 
the perfect material for drinking tea and other exotic beverages, such as coffee and 
chocolate. It became increasingly popular in 18th-century Europe, allowing one to hold 
a boiling cup of tea without getting burned. This, along with its other innate properties 
– white, fine, light and shiny – made it worthy of being served alongside silverware. 

The consumption of tea inspired artists and local craftsmen, in particular silversmiths 
and potters, to create new utensils, which were often shipped to China as prototypes to 
be replicated in porcelain, most of which decorated with overglaze polychrome enamels.
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