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A Study of “Tea Bowls”: Some Consideration about the Transition of
Mass-produced Porcelain Bowls Excavated from the Sites of the Edo Period
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A Study of “Tea Bowls”: Some Consideration about the Transition of Mass-produced
Porcelain Bowls Excavated from the Sites of the Edo Period

NaGasako Shinya

In spite of the fact that Japanese people usually call the rice bowl the “tea bowl,” it has not been
clarified yet for what reason and when such a practice started. There are also several other
questions regarding the table ware for daily use, and we should not neglect such ware that has
penetrated into our ordinary life when we discuss the “culture of ceramics.”

These questions have already been referred to in the fields of folklore and philological his-
tory. However, their specific aspects are still too difficult to obtain as we are short of the mate-
rials whose details are chronologically identifiable. As it is possible to restore archaeological arti-
facts to the qualitative change in the composition by each period of time, they are the first-grade
material for filling a gap with antecedent materials.

Looking at the excavations of the mid-Meiji period, for example, a set of ware based upon the
combination of a porcelain rice bowl and a teacup was already established in the same manner
as we can see today. On the other hand, with bowls of the early Edo period, most of them were
lacquer ware in terms of both rice and soup bowls. Further, it is assumable that they were used
for drinking tea, on the ground that the majority of the earthenware bowls were comparatively
large ceramic bowls, that they were similar to the “tea bowls” handed down for generations, and
that they had traces of friction. In addition, ceramic tea-drinking bowls showed a tendency to be
smaller after the middle of the Edo period, and from this fact we can assume that the tea-drink-
ing custom in ordinary life transformed from “the tea that is whipped” to “the tea not whipped.”

In other words, a general survey of such a chronological context will enable us to refer to the
habit of tea drinking from a point of view different from conventional ones, as well as to the
situation of production and distribution of Hizen porcelain.

From now on, by understanding various aspects more accurately, we should restore the
characteristics of the “Japanese” mind centering on their special sentiments for “rice” and “earthen-
ware,” their stance in East Asia, regional aspects of culture immanent in Japanese society, etc.
and those engaged in archaeological studies covering the early-modern period should keep such

possibilities in mind and make more efforts.
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