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A giant wild tea tree in Qianjiazhai, Zhenyuan County, Yunnan Province.
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Old Art of Tea

There i1s a legend about how people were
inspired to take advantage of the tea plant in the
first place. About 4,000 or 5,000 years ago, Shen
Nong was the patriarch of a tribe in prehistoric
China, who possessed the power to bring timely
rain and make the sun emit enough light and heat.
His other accomplishments included collecting
crop seeds and teaching people how to grow
them. At that time, the earth was ravaged by
pestilence, and people contracted diseases and
died in multitudes. In order to find a medicine
to fight the plague, Shen Nong tasted all kinds
of herbs and plants. So, tea was discovered by

chance.
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Legend has it that one day Shen Nong tasted 72

poisonous herbs, and was poisoned as a result; 1t was
the leaves of a tea tree he inadvertently picked and tried
that saved his life. Although some people are skeptical
about this legend, derived from the Shen Nong Com-
pendium of Materia Medica (Shen Nong Bencao Jing),
it makes sense that primitive man, who lived mainly by
hunting and gathering, should have found by accident
the therapeutic function of tea leaves while they were

collecting and trying plants for food.

Shen Nong tasting herbs.

Shen Nong Compen-
dium of Materia

Medica (Shen Nong
Bencao Jing).



Before the Qin Dynasty (221-207 BC), tea
drinking was a practice mainly limited to the areas
of Ba and Shu, two vassal states of the Zhou Dy-
nasty (c.11th century-256 BC). The two states cov-
ered nearly the same territory as today’s Sichuan

Province and Chongqing Municipality. The earli-

est regional annals in China, The Annals of

Huayang State. The Annals of Ba, says, “King Wu
of Zhou (the first ruler of the Zhou Dynasty) over-
threw the last king of the Shang Dynasty with sol-
diers from Ba and Shu.... Having conquered Yin
(another name for the Shang Dynasty), King Wu
allowed the people of Ba to bear the surname of
the ruling house, and granted their leader the title
of viscount.... Red paint, tea and honey ... were
sent as tribute.” These words indicate that as early
as some 3,000 years ago, tea was already being
cultivated in the ancient Ba and Shu areas, and used

as tribute paid to the Zhou kings in the Central

Plains.
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A page trom The Annals of Huayang State. The Annals of Ba,
a book by Chang Qu of the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-420),
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The Ba and Shu areas played a signifi-
cant role in the early development of the tea
industry after the Qin Dynasty (221-206 BC)
unified China. In the succeeding Han Dynasty
(206 BC-220 AD), these areas were the most
important consumer market for tea, and the
largest base where tea was gathered and
distributed. In 59 BC, Wang Bao from
Zizhong, Sichuan, wrote in rhymed prose: “An
Agreement with My Servant” (Tong Yue). In
it, he stipulates that his servant should “make
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tea with proper utensils, and purchase tea in
Wuyang.” Wuyang is today’s Pengshan

County, Sichuan. This indicates that there al- Portrait of Wang Bao.
4 ready existed tea markets in Sichuan in the Han

Dynasty, and that tea drinking was a common

practice in the Ba and Shu areas. Before the e B E Ew;—ﬁ—ﬁm

Tang Dynasty (618-907), the Chinese word for |5 3 g g%-gﬁ%;g i %‘??Eib;i % d

tea, cha, possessed many aliases, including zu I?‘% * E‘; 7 t%’%ﬁ%fﬁs_ﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁ:ﬂ?#‘ "'m.. :;: 55-’.-: :

and ming. It was in the middle of the Tang [; —E— /?{'é j}% ?!; 2 .%1% v;; ?‘:;; t:% ;13% ;:j ‘g E‘[

Dynasty that the word cha first came into use. g % :g% }‘{égﬁ% glﬁg "Ti’ ﬁ‘fn‘%;g g}

When Lu Yu wrote The Classic of Tea (Cha | %ﬂ fg % 4 T fﬁﬁ,mﬁﬂi‘T N

Jing) in the year 780, he changed all the words ;fgt Hﬂ; ?"’%jﬁ.\ ﬁg ?i% g;t ﬂﬁiag ﬁ:ﬁi

tu into cha, and listed ru as an alias for cha. A B :é-ﬂi 1] ﬁ‘ A R K 5 aﬁlhlm,,ﬁ ﬁ': t

Since then, cha has been accepted as the or- % ';l'; ’#gg % % [_é %i g % i%ﬁ‘:i 7'%;

thodox word for tea, and the meaning, writing ﬁ‘ 75 i_}'r /‘ﬁ f;a} éx}r"x i% 41%5 ﬁﬁl ﬁ i—_ i )/t%;:% %[

and pronunciation of the word established at }:j ) U }’? 3. =T i,ﬁ 5 raEdp 3F 3 mfﬁ.jﬂ — i

that time are still in use today. t e R i A% AR 57 v B M—J

“An Agreement with My Servant” (Tong Yue)
by Wang Bao, Western Han.



The earliest method of drinking tea was to put the
newly plucked leaves of wild tea plants directly into a
pot to boil. Guo Pu of the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-
42()) mentioned in the annotation he made to the Er Ya,
the earliest Chinese dictionary, compiled between 221
BC and 220 AD: “The tree is as small as a gardenia.
The leaves, which grow even in the winter, can be boiled
and drunk as soup.” During the Three Kingdoms Pe-
riod (220-265), Zhang J1 wrote 1n his Guang Ya (a book
on textual exegesis): “People in Jing and Ba collect tea
leaves, and make them into the shape of cakes. The tea
cakes are cooked together with rice paste.” This is the
earliest record of tea processing in China. At that time,
freshly plucked tea leaves were compressed into cakes.
When people felt like drinking tea, these tea cakes were
roasted until they turned red, pounded into powder, and
then put into a porcelain vessel. Boiling water was sub-
sequently added, along with some Chinese onion and
ginger, to produce a mixed beverage. The custom of
tea drinking spread northward as cultural communica-
tion between the north and the south dramatically in-
creased during the Western and Eastern Jin dynasties
(265-420) and the Southern and Northern Dynasties
period (420-589). In fact, 1t was during these periods
that today’s tea-producing areas along the middle and
lower reaches of the Yangtze River started to take shape.

But tea was not as popular in the Central Plains as it
was in the south at that time. It was pcople from lead-
ing families of scholar-politicians in the south who took
a most sincere delight in tea. Lu Na of Eastern Jin was
one of the tea addicts. When he served as governor of
Wuxing, he once served General Xie An of the State of
Wei, only tea and dried fruit. That i1s where the saying
“Serving good, incorrupt officials with tea” is derived.
Wang Meng, a native of Jinyang in today’s Taiyuan,
Shanxi Province, who lived during the early stage of
the Eastern Jin Dynasty, was one of the rare tea lovers
among the northern aristocrats. At that time, many mem-
bers of the northern nobility had emigrated to the south.
Wang never failed to treat them with abundant tea ev-
ery time they called at his house. The northerners,

however, were unimpressed by this “watery stuft.”

The Tang Dynasty was one of the most open and
powertul dynasties in Chinese history. With vastly im-
proved communications in the newly re-unified nation,
tea production and distribution flourished. Tea spread
from the south to the Central Plains, from the Central Plains
to the ethnic-minority regions along the borders, and on to
Korea and Japan. In the later part of the dynasty, tea be-
came a “‘beverage of the whole nation.”
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Porcelain kettle used for brewing tea
leaves during the Han Dynasty. Pic-
tured is a funerary object, several
sizes smaller than the real thing.

A bronze cauldron, also Han
Dynasty, into which tea would be
poured, and Chinese onion, ginger
and other ingredients added.
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Things Heard and Seen by Feng (Fengshi Wenjian Ji),
by Feng Yan, Tang Dynasty.

The flourishing of Chan Buddhism in the Tang
Dynasty stimulated a wider acceptance of tea. Feng Yan,
a Tang scholar, wrote 1n his Things Heard and Seen by
Feng (Fengshi Jianwen Lu): “In the middle of the
Kaiyuan Period (713-742), a master exorcist devoted
himselt to the promotion of Chan at the Lingyan Temple
on Mount Taishan. He studied Chan doctrine day and

night without sleeping, eating nothing in the evening

and only drinking tea. People learned about this, and
speculated that there must be something extraordinary
about tea. Many set about boiling and drinking tea. Thus

It became a custom.”

Tea-producing areas grew more extensive in the
Tang Dynasty. The plant was cultivated 1n 43 prefec-
tures and sub-prefectures scattered in the eight major
tea habitats of Shannan, Huainan, Zhexi, Jiannan,
Zhedong, Qianzhong, Jiangnan and Lingnan in south-
ern china. In Changxing County, Zhejiang Province,
an area was set aside to produce tea for the exclusive
use of the imperial court. The first of its kind in Chi-
nese history, the base grew and processed one of the
most famous teas at that time: Guzhu Purple Bamboo
Shoots. As the tea industry continued to grow, the gov-
ernment began to tax the product, and tea taxes thence-
forth became an important source of revenue for the
following dynasties. Under the reign of Tang Emperor
Suzong (756-762), the government started to exchange
tea for horses with the Huihu (ancient name for the
Uygur people of northwest China). This trade contin-
ued into the Song Dynasty (960-1279).
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Portrait of Emperor Dezong (780-805) of the Tang
Dynasty. Because the government treasury was al-
most depleted after the An Lushan-Shi Siming
Rebellion, Emperor Dezong started to levy a tax on
tea on the advice of Zhao Zan, Vice-Minister of
Revenue. This was the beginning of the tea tax in
China.

The Art of Tea in China

A ruined teahouse on the ancient Tea and Horse Caravan Trall,
dating from the Tang Dynasty, in Fengging, Yunnan Province.



“Since Lu Yu came into the world, people have
vied with each other to learn how to make fresh tea.”
These two lines of a poem remind us that no history of
China’s tea culture is complete without mentioning Lu
Yu (733-804), who influenced posterity 1n a most pro-
found way by exalting tea drinking to a lofty cultural
and artistic activity. Lu was from Tianmen, 1n central
China’s Hubei Province. Despite the hard life in his early
years, he devoted most of his life to studying how tea
should be cultivated, processed, prepared and drunk.
He summarized the experiences of his precursors and
wrote the first monograph on tea in the world, The Clas-
sic of Tea. Venerated as the “god of tea” and the “saint
of tea” by posterity, Lu laid a solid foundation for tea
study 1n the coming years by his systematic theory of
tea-related science and culture.

The Classic of Tea consists of three volumes and
ten chapters: Chapter One, Origin, describes the physi-
cal qualities and features of tea, the ideal environment
for tea plants’ growth, and the natural functions of tea;
Chapter Two, Instruments, introduces the instruments
for picking and processing tea; Chapter Three,
Production, gives the best time for picking tea leaves,
the standards for selecting tea and the methods of pro-
cessing it; Chapter Four, Utensils, lists tea wares used
for preparing and drinking tea designed by Lu himself,

and their functions; Chapter Five, Preparation, describes
how to prepare tea; Chapter Six, Drinking Tea, discusses
his investigation into the history of tea drinking, and ex-
plains the methods of tea drinking in his day; Chapter
Seven, Stories, relates legends and anecdotes about tea
from prehistoric times to the Tang Dynasty; Chapter
Eight, Sources of Tea, introduces the eight major tea-
producing areas in the Tang Dynasty; Chapter Nine,
Simplification, introduces some simplified ways of pro-
cessing and preparing tea, and some simplified instru-
ments for doing so; and Chapter Ten, Diagrams, records
the contents of the whole book in diagrams, which serve

as a guide for the entire process of producing, brewing

and drinking tea.

The most common tea in Tang times was that made
into the shape of cakes, called “tea cakes.” Seven steps
were required to produce a tea cake — plucking,
steaming, pounding, patting, roasting, piercing and
sealing. The job involved first putting the newly harvested
leaves 1n a steamer to steam, then pounding the leaves
into paste while they were still hot. The paste was poured
into molds after that, and patted into the shape of cakes.
The next step was to roast the tea cakes over a fire, fol-
lowed by using a thin strip of bamboo bark to pierce the
dried tea cakes from the center to hold them together.
Then the tea cakes were sealed and stored.
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Making tea with tea cakes de-
manded particular care. One first

had to roast the cakes to get them
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dehydrated, then crush them into
powder with a grinder, sieve the
powder, and finally put the sieved

powder into a cauldron to boil.
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existed coarse tea (cu cha), loose-
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leaf tea (san cha) and powdered tea

(mo cha) in the Tang Dynasty, the

different methods of drinking them

being elaborated in The Classic of

Tea.

Palatial Pleasure (detail), Tang Dynasty.
The painting depicts a tea ceremony held
by a group of court ladies.




Xiao Yi Obtaining the Orchid
Pavilion (detail), believed to
have been painted by Yan
Liben, Tang Dynasty. The
painting shows two domestic
servants, one old, one young,
preparing tea.
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