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Tea Ceremony and Korean Tea Bowls
PARK Jungil (Visitng Research Scholar)

Regarding the question of which is more important in
the tea ceremony —the taste of the tea or the protocol of
the ceremony—1I recall that Kaionji Chogord long ago
expressed the view that surely it was the taste that was
more important. Endo Shasaku, too, used to say that the
way of drinking tea ought to be up to the individual. Even
the great champion of tea, Urasenke-school tea master Sen
Genshitsu (Soshitsu XV) says, to the effect: “if there is
but hot water and tea, I will serve tea...”

Japan has many wonderful cultural traditions and
artistic disciplines. There is a strong sense of pride and
identity in its distinctive culture. We can see this as a
reflection of the impulse to miniaturize things, such as
in the stone garden at Kyoto’s Rydanji and in the way
the amazing two-and-a-half mat architectural space is
used in the tea ceremony to nurture a relationship of trust
between people. One becomes curious to understand the
psychology behind the building of architectural wonders
like large temple halls and grand torii gates or the scale
of the Great Buddha at Todaiji.

Neighboring Korea is a country bordering on three
sides by sea, whereas Japan is surrounded entirely by sea.
Despite the perils of sea voyages in ancient and medieval
times, exchange between Japan and Korea
was frequent. Mentions of “Korai-jawan”
(Korean tea bowls) appear in the Japanese
tea ceremony records of the sixteenth cen-
tury. A Korean potter of my acquaintance
says that the shape of Korean ceramics
expresses a sensibility characteristic of the
Korean people. Distribution (marketing)
goes hand in hand with production of pottery.
So potters could not have ignored the values
of the connoisseurs of taste in Japan who
were eager buyers of their wares.

Among the specialties of an inland part
of Japan is a fish dish made by utilizing
the preservative properties of salt. This
is simply one example of Japanese food
culture cultivated over several centuries. In
addition to interesting food specialties, my
interest has been drawn by some of Japan’s

distinctive customs, such as the practice of
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placing flower arrangements in the entryway to homes and
the taboo against taking potted plants to someone who is
in hospital (anything with “roots,” being inauspiciously
suggestive of the possibility of an extended stay).

I have observed how heirloom Korean tea bowls
used in the tea ceremony can be extremely expensive in
Japan. Some of them are so precious as to be on display
in fine art museums, far out of reach of ordinary people.
Yet I also found that there are replicas of such works that
people usually use. They can appreciate large, highly
refined works of art and culture and then have access to
smaller, less expensive reproductions of a similar kind.
This situation is not just a product of the miniaturizing
impulse but at the same time the development in Japan
of a lifestyle culture in which people can easily obtain

products of a certain standard.
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