
Tempest in Teapots
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Drinking tea has its origins, in China, dating back almost five thousand years.  Much of life is accidental, and even Eastern philosophy and thought are based on the concept of synchronicity, interesting coincidence, rather that causality.  Thus, it was with the discovery of tea by the second emperor of China.  A foresighted man, in many ways, Shen Nong mandated that all drinking water should be boiled for hygienic purposes.  As the story goes, one day, dried leaves from a bush blew into water being prepared for drinking for the emperor, while he was visiting a distant region of his empire, and tea drinking was born. 
Of course, once you start brewing tea, you might want to think of how to brew it to make it taste best.  For cooking and eating, for example, over the years, humans have discovered that copper is not a good thing to use for plating and cooking (the Roman Empire can tell you that).  Recently, it has come to light that aluminum might also not be a good thing for cooking, either, although it was the prized form of cookware, about a decade ago.  Wine is aged in oak barrels to give it a proper flavor.  For brewing tea, the Chinese have found that earthenware is the best medium.  Although the Ming dynasty (ending about 400 years ago) is the one that has achieved fame for its ceramic art, Yi Xing teapots had their origins two dynasties earlier, in the Sung Dynasty, about 1000 years ago.  Thus, there is a long history, in China, of experimenting with clay for making teapots, and teapot making had risen to the level of an art form, hundreds of years, ago.  As a result, you do not have to own a Ming Dynasty vase to have beautiful and valuable Chinese ceramic art, although even some current teapot artists command the prices of ceramic art from that period.  
The most famous region, in China, for making teapots is Yi Xing, about 100 miles west of Shanghai.  The reason for the area’s fame is its unique purple sand clay, which contains iron, mica, kaolinite, and quartz and can be found only in that particular region of the world.  What makes so-called zisha clay so special is its porosity, its ability to retain heat, and a low shrinkage factor when fired in a kiln.  Those three properties contribute to its excellence for brewing tea, the latter quality allowing for a tightly fitting lid.  You can tell the quality of a teapot by its sound when you turn the lid or “ring” the pot by tapping the lid on the pot: it gives the same kind of clear note that you find if you ping fine crystal.  In addition to purple, other natural colors of zisha are yellow, cinnabar, green and beige, and still other colors can be created by adding various metal oxides.  Another important feature of zisha is that it is naturally free of toxins found in some ceramics or glazes. 
Technically, the clay of Yi Xing is not clay, at all, but is more accurately described as rock paste.  The rocks are excavated from underground, then, they are left to sit for anywhere from six months to several years to allow then to dry out, after which the process of making the “clay” begins.  Following the “aging process”, the rock is ground into a fine powder, sifted, and mixed with water to form a consistency that resembles clay.  The final product is pressed out into cylinders of rock paste clay.  The clay is considered so valuable that it is passed down through generations of teapot artists, and you might, therefore, hear people talk about pots made with old clay versus new clay.

Given those details of the clay, itself, the method of creating pottery from it also differs from traditional pot-making.  Instead of being turned on a potter’s wheel, the clay is tediously shaped by hand.  That, plus the inclusion of miniature animals or insects on the teapot, is the reason that many teapots command prices of thousands of dollars, even by contemporary artists (do not fear: there are teapots for every budget).   The pot [image: image2.jpg]


is then fired in a kiln for a total of 6 to 10 hours, going through various steps, in ranges of 300o to 750o, 750o to 900o, 900o to 1200o, with the 3 final hours above 1200o C, which is below the melting points of silicon and iron, but apparently induces a crystalline structure.
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The variation of the quality of teapots will depend on both materials and the ability of the artist.  Good teapot artists will take great pride in their work and will sign their work with a stamp of their names (in stylized Chinese characters).  True professionals will stamp their work as many as four times: once on the bottom, once on the bottom of the handle, and twice with two different sizes on the underside of the lid.  Although this is the general rule for quality teapots, artistic considerations might call for omission of the stamp on the handle.  On the other hand, some artists might include extra markings on the teapot as in the one shown in the next figure.  In addition, certifications will accompany new teapots, and you might be able to get the certificate when buying a classic teapot from a collector.
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Another important factor in teapot construction is the geometry.  The handle, spout, and any knob on the lid should be perfectly aligned when looking along the line from handle to the spout.  Also, the angle from the high point of the lid to the handle should exactly match the angle from the central high point of the lid to the tip of the spout.
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Now that we have educated you on the basic elements that go into making a good teapot, for us, the most important factor that goes into a teapot is the creativity of design: the art of the teapot.  There are many common artistic themes, and those have been rendered by many famous and not so famous, good and not so good, artists.  For example, the contemporary frog and lotus leaf theme done by Tang Liu Qin, shown above, appears in an older teapot that we own by Gao Jian Fang, shown in the picture, here.  Notice that there is even a slight variation on the theme, as Tang’s has a frog, peeking out of the side, while Gao’s has a frog, hiding in the lid.  Tang’s is also higher than is usually seen in this particular theme, a stylistic change made necessary by the inclusion of the frog in the side of the pot.  Sometimes, the themes show variation only in things like colors, shape, and size, as we have seen in the crabs and wicker basket theme rendered by Qian Ju Ping, in the next picture.  In this theme, one crab crawls up the side, while another is trapped inside the wicker work of [image: image9.jpg]2
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the lid.  Qian‘s is done in a slim profile, in yellow clay, exactly like one that we own by her grandmother, Qian Shui Li.  Her sister-in-law does one in a darker color with a higher profile.  We have seen many older ones with a mid-sized profile, in darker colors. The nine dragons theme (dragons are the most respected of all animals, and nine of anything is considered perfection because of a play on Chinese words: jiu, “nine”, also means “long time”, depending on the prosody), shown in the next picture as done by Chen Cai Min (she has made only 3 teapots in this theme), shows very little variation in the renderings that we have seen: only a variation in color, including one with gold leaf highlights. In this version of the nine dragons theme, the dragons are shown on the surface, intertwined.  In another version of the nine dragon theme that we have in our collection, there are three dragons standing on the lid, one in the spout, one on the handle, and three dragon heads sticking out of the bottom of the pot to form legs; the ninth dragon is on the bottom of the inside of the pot.  Other stylistic variations on common themes have to do with artistic license: an artist trying to make his or her mark, in an old theme.  
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Common artistic themes have to do, mostly, with nature and include fruits, gourds, flowers, plants, tree stumps, animals and insects, in addition to plain geometric designs.  Some teapots have miniature animals on or inside the teapot, like the crabs and wicker and frogs on lotus teapots, shown in previous pictures.  Others incorporate things in their surfaces, like the dragons, on the nine dragon teapot, relief or carved leaves, or carved Chinese characters.  In still other artistic themes, the teapot actually takes the form of the object, like the corn teapot with mouse, shown above, in which the body of the teapot is in the shape of a ear of corn, while the handle shows the stalk and roots of the corn plant.  We have teapots in the shapes of frogs, rabbits, mice, pigs, and turtles, to name a few, which you will soon be able to find on the Leona Craig website. 
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The detail work in all of these various categories of artistic teapots can be absolutely incredible.  In the lotus blossom teapot with frog by Jiang Mei Zhen (detail shown below) the eyes of the frog actually are separately implanted into the head and are movable; the small orange lotus blossom that forms a pull for the lid is also free to move.  On the tiger on tree stump by Sun Jin Li (shown above), the “fur” of the tiger is textured by knife, but the texturing is so small that you need a magnifying glass to really appreciate the details.  On others with branches of trees, in the design, for example, the detailed branch work running onto and off of the body of the teapot can be amazingly true to life.
If redoing, reinventing, or personalizing existing themes are one thing, copying famous teapots is another.  It has been a big business, in China, since the 1980’s to make fraudulent copies of famous teapots or to use fraudulent signature blocks to sign teapots.  Some are even made to look ancient by making them dirty and old looking to dupe people into buying them as the real thing.   Ayu and I were in a shop in one of the teapot markets, in Guangzhou, recently, and saw a nice copy of a famous pumpkin teapot.  The signature on the pot was actually that of the original artist, so she asked the price and was told that it was in excess of $1,000.  She then asked if it was real or fake, and was told that it was real, to which she replied, “That’s funny since I thought that the real one was in a museum in Beijing.”  Nervous laughter was the only response.  Another time, recently, I was told that a teapot was by the original artist, and I was even shown a photo of her (like that would surely prove to me that she made it).  The price was only about $70, which would be a really great buy since I recently saw a real one offered on-line for around $70,000.  In some cases, if the artist is still alive, or if the artist’s family is still in the business, we can track them down, and have done so, in the past, to find out if a particular teapot that has their signature on it is really one of theirs.  Thus, as is the case with many things, in China, there are fakes, and, in the case of teapots, it is a relatively simple task to take an impression of and make a signature stamp of an artist and impress it onto a copied teapot.  That, per se, is not the problem.  After all, we have a copy of Van Gogh’s “Sunflowers”, and it has a signature, but, even if it had been represented to us as an original Van Gogh, we would have known better than to believe it.  Indeed, we also plan on selling the wonderful reproductions of Western art that we have come upon, in China (we recently saw a hand-painted oil reproduction of an Albert Bierstadt scene measuring about 4’ by 5’, beautifully framed for several hundred dollars).  In many cases, we have found that copies of teapots by famous artists are not only signed, but also, as in the case discussed above, are represented as genuine.  In other cases, such reproductions are represented as reproductions, and we have no real problem with that practice.  Indeed, we were very happy to buy the reproduction Ming Dynasty teapot of a tiger on tree stump and a dragon on the bottom inside: it cost us less than $100, and we liked it despite the fact that it is not the real thing.  Indeed, the tiger on tree stump, shown by Sun Jin Li, in a previous picture is just a nicely detailed variation of this theme.
The problem of fakes aside, it is still difficult to find genuine, quality teapots at the right price.  First of all, signatures are usually in stylized Chinese characters, and even if you can read Chinese, you might not be able to properly discern artists’ names from their stamps (also known at “chops”).  You might find teapots on other Chinese web platforms, like Taobao, but we have found that the prices usually asked for teapots on those platforms are ridiculously out of line with reality.  We see prices on those websites, sometimes, for ten times the price at which we sell the same teapot, and there is no way of telling the quality or authenticity of the teapot.  You might also try going to teapot markets, like the one, here, in Guangzhou.  Even if you took the time to visit the hundreds of individual shops contained in the approximately one square mile area, you will, in general, not find fair prices, there, especially if you are a foreigner.  Ayu saw one of the other three of the nine-dragon teapots, made by same artist who made the one that we have in our collection (shown, in a picture, above) at a price of $1300, about four time the price at which we list it, and we are in direct touch with the artist who made it (we got ours, directly from her) and who has agreed to make others for us upon special order (it will take her two months to turn one out).  Often Ayu and I enter shops at the markets, separately, to test the difference in prices that will be offered to me, as a foreigner, versus to her, as a Chinese, and we find that the price to me is usually at least twice the price offered to her for the same teapot.  We went into one shop together, recently, and saw a teapot that we already own in our collection.  We asked the price and were quoted an initial price of about $250 for the smaller version.  Ayu told the shop owner that we already own one of the larger version for which we paid less than $100.  She went on to tell the shop owner that the reason that we got it for under $100 was that she went into the shop without me.  He, then, told us that we could buy the larger version from him for no less than $100: that was his best price.  Moreover, vendors are more likely to try to pass off fake teapots to me, as genuine, than they are to her, although they do it to her, too.
Normally, the ranking (status) of a teapot artist can be deduced from the factory at which he or she is employed.  There is the first factory, the second, the third, etc., denoting the ranking of the factory in prestige.  However, more and more artists are striking out on their own because they, too, want to achieve the entrepreneurial dream that is part of the current Chinese mentality.  We have a list of thousands of artists, broken down into about 20 tiers of rankings (by other authorities on teapot art), which we refer to, but even a lower tier artist, sometimes, comes up with a few unique and beautiful designs, so those rankings are also not hard and fast rules for choice.  Then, also, there is a sort of teapot artist genealogy.  One indication is who they studied under for their art of teapot creation.  For example, Jiang Rong studied under another vey famous artist, Gu Jing Zhou.  In fact, there are some families who have continued the art through generations: Jiang Rong’s family is one.  Even clay can be passed down from teacher to student.  There are, therefore, many sons, daughters, nieces, nephews, grandchildren, and other students of famous older or deceased artists.  In addition, there are those who claim to have been students of famous artists.  It’s easy to have your picture taken with someone famous or even to use Adobe Photo editor to make a picture that looks like you are friends with someone famous.  I have a picture of me shaking hands with a life-sized cardboard cutout of Ronald Reagan that really looks like I’m shaking hands with the former U.S. president.  Being in country and in touch with the families of famous artists of past and present, we are able to sort out the truth about those claims to fame.  Moreover, just because someone studied under a famous artist does not, necessarily, make them good, and says nothing of true creativity.  These factors add, yet, another level to the price versus quality and artistic content decision, along with additional quandaries.  Personally, I always evaluate art on its merits, not based on name, fame, or art critics’ opinions.  In fact, I have owned unsigned folk art, in the past, for which I paid upward to $20,000, and I made money when I sold it to the next person.  In our own exploration of the Chinese teapot market, we have found highly-rated artists whose work we find trite, mundane, or lacking any creativity, and their over-inflated prices are based, purely, on their past associations with famous teachers or families.  We have found others of low-ranking whose work is absolutely exquisite.  Our knowledge can help you make proper investment decisions.
Of course, because it is art, prices can vary from under $100 to well over $10,000, even for teapots by living artists, and antique teapots can command prices in the neighborhood of hundreds of thousands of dollars and more.  When the stakes are high, you do not want to end up being snookered.  Since we are in the market, we have a good feel for prices, in general, and we can also spot rising talent before the prices of their art move higher.  After all, we do not want to just sell teapots; we want to help you to invest in teapot art.  Spotting good investments early and having a handle on price trends is, ultimately, part of the art of investment.  If you had bought a teapot by Jiang Rong, who recently died in her 90’s, you might have paid pennies for it, and it would be worth hundreds of thousand, today.  She has some students and family members, who are middle-aged, now, and their teapots command prices in the neighborhood of $5,000 to $10,000, while teapots by her younger students or relatives are still reasonably priced.  There are budding artists, who have not yet gained the recognition that they deserve, yet some of their teapots are quite extraordinary, and it is still possible to buy their art at reasonable prices versus the true artistic content and worth.  There are even still some artists who are in it for the art, not the money, and those are the types that we prefer to deal with.
I have been collecting and dealing in art for the past three decades.  I even have a fair amount of knowledge and experience in fakes.  Actually, when we began restoring the 18th century property that I eventually turned into a country inn, I started a workshop to produce authentic fixtures and other decoration for the buildings.  The enterprise evolved into a business of making authentic reproductions of 18th century furniture and folk art.  We used old tools and techniques to create our art.  We used old nails, hardware, paint, and glass to add authentic details to our reproductions.  We aged brass by hanging it in a jar of ammonia gas.  We aged paint and woodwork by burying it in manure.  We soaked feet of furniture in bleach to make the wood flake like it would have over hundreds of years of being dragged over floors.  The results were reproductions that appeared completely authentic, although we never represented them as such.  The point is that I am familiar with many of the tricks that people use to make reproductions of art appear authentic, so that the older teapots that we will offer for sale will have been thoroughly checked for authenticity.  I also have experience in home decoration, and I personally decorated the internationally-recognized country inn that I created in the U.S during the 1990’s: from the interior and exterior paint decoration, to the furnishings, to the art on the walls (we actually recently found an article and pictures from the inn on a blog about interior design: http://sterlingstars.blogspot.com/2008/04/country-inns-auldridge-mead.html).  On the other hand, I have seen monstrosities of interior decor that combine elements that have no business being juxtaposed with one another (some have no business being, at all).  I do realize that some forms of Chinese art and decoration have no place in many Western interior schemes, but that is not the case with the artistic teapots and much of the other art that we will be offering through Leona Craig.  The Chinese teapots that we have collected and the ones that we will be offering on our Leona Craig website catalogue are truly wonderful art that will fit in with any mode of décor.  The classic designs are timeless, but some contemporary artists are even introducing more modern designs, like the leopard-spotted teapot (with cups) by Ge Jun, shown here.  Not only is the spotted artwork atypical color decoration, but the lines of the teapot body are also untraditional.  The unique modern design of this new school of teapot art has even made its way into the “bible” of teapot art that we own by Xia Jun Wei and Han Qi Lou (only published in Chinese language version).  Even the lotus bud by Gao Jian Fang, shown below, has more modern lines.  Certainly, there is beautiful teapot art that can complement, accent, and enhance any style of décor.   Indeed, if modern teapots are good enough for museums and chic art galleries in New York City, they should be good enough to include in your personal collection or interior decorative scheme.  
In the end, the pitfalls and barriers to buying beautiful, authentic, quality, artistic Chinese teapots are substantial, while the pleasure and joy of owning these beautiful examples of Chinese art are immeasurable.  Our decades of experience in art markets and our dedication to knowing the Chinese teapot market, it artists, it potentials, its perils, and its prices will help you find the perfect artistic teapot at the proper price.  In our view, art should be purchased for its beauty and the good feeling that it gives to you.  Personally, I have always just bought art that appeals to me, not on the basis of who made it.  Indeed, seldom was it even known who made the folk art and antique furniture that I have owned. Of course, I have tried to make sure that I was not getting ripped off on the price.  I have bought art that I liked for as little as $10 and for as much as $100,000 or more, but I seldom overpaid for it.  Moreover, as a former Wall Street arbitrageur, I also remember one of the edicts of trading: “bought is half sold.”  Thus, although I have bought art for its emotional appeal, I have also sold it.  When you sell art that you have owned, you are giving someone else a chance to derive happiness and pleasure from its beauty.  To be sure, I have also always made money on the sale of the art that I have owned, so parting with it has been sweet sorrow.  I am using these same principles to put together our personal teapot collection and to find the right teapots and other art to include in our Leona Craig on-line catalogue.   
One further consideration is that the Chinese art markets, in general, have been experiencing a downtrend for the past decade.  So, the art market, in general, is the antithesis of the “bubble market” that was the Chinese stock market and real estate market, until recently (see our advise about the Chinese stock markets and other markets in China, in other articles on the In Country Analysis page of our website).  The auction markets are not well developed, the major houses being owned by government officials.  Although art galleries are not a totally new thing, in China, they, too, are not very prevalent.  So, the whole art business is only in its infancy, here.  That is just one more reason for us and for you to become involved in this inefficient, underexplored market, now.  However, as you can see from the prices of some of the teapots included in this report, some prices of teapots have gotten out of hand.  Thus, there is a bubble in part of the market.  We believe that this has been fostered by the mentality of the Chinese nouveau riche, who love to tell people how much they paid for things, so the higher the price, the better.  Indeed, our own intelligence has uncovered a dirty little secret that some artists have charged exorbitant prices to certain customers, and, then, they have urge others in the business, including dealers, to inflate their prices to make high prices seem to be the norm.  As a result, some of the artists have developed “attitudes”, but they are hard pressed to explain to me why I or you should pay $5,000 for a teapot that takes several weeks to craft and is not even one of a kind.  I believe that the another catalyst of this partial bubble is that prices for great works of teapot art by dead artists, even the recently deceased Jiang Rong, have been bid up to sky-high prices along with prices of other speculative assets, like stocks and real estate.  That has, in turn, led some of their living students and relatives to raise their prices to likewise unreasonable levels.  Thereafter,  some other artists have tried to use those inflated prices as a basis for raising their own.  
However, we are neither fooled nor impressed by that sort of thing (we realize that the emperor has no clothes, not new clothes) .  I am not willing to pay that kind of price for that kind of teapot, the same as I am not willing to buy a potato masher for $50, just because it is  being sold by the expensive department store in Guangzhou (again, the nouveau riche Chinese, apparently are willing).  For example, we feel that Gao Jian Fang, a student of Jiang Rong, has good technical skills but lacks creativity, and the prices that she wants for her many-of-a-kind teapots are ridiculous: purely “coattail” pricing.  On the other hand, we think that the work of Lu Wen Xia is absolutely incredible.  Her works are not only creative, innovative, and beautifully-executed but they are also only one or two of a kind, and her pricing is reasonable, especially given what you get for it.  Indeed, one of our teapot artist friends, who has won awards for some of his teapots, told us that we should not even bother with those artists who have big heads, as he or his friends will duplicate anything we like, for reasonable prices.  To be sure, at In Country China, Red Hill Capital, and Leona Craig, part of our business and expertise is mapping out and analyzing markets, and we have done that with the teapot market and other art markets, in China.  We use that knowledge in choosing the art that will appear on the Leona Craig and Red Hill websites.  Although we may include some of that over-inflated art for those who wish to own it, despite its overblown pricing, or who wish to speculate that the changing price of the Yuan will save them (although even that will not save those who invested in the over-inflated Chinese Stock Markets: see our other articles on the In Country Analysis page), by and large, we will concentrate on what we believe is not only exceptional art but is also priced correctly in today’s markets.  As Western buyers, there is one other thing that we do have going for us, in general: the mispricing of the Yuan, and value in Chinese art will be gained, over time, as the Yuan goes to where it should be on a purchasing power parity basis, even if prices come down, in local terms.
At Leona Craig we will help you to find teapots and other Chinese art that you can take pride in owning, and, in years to come, you might find that you have also made money on your investments.  In addition to artistic teapots, we will offer other types of art, including painting and sculpture from contemporary Chinese artists, carved jade, reproductions of famous Eastern and Western sculpture and paintings, as well as other items to decorate your home and yourself.  The Leona Craig on-line catalogue is still in its developmental stages, so be sure and check back with the website, from time to time, to watch its progress and to find the perfect Chinese art for you.
By Craig Mattoli with Ayu Chen, in Guangzhou, China
Email: clm@clmattioli.com  ayu@nancraig.com 
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Lotus Plant by Lu Wen Xia (approx. 8” h x 10” l; $3,500  





Tang Liu Qin: Frogs on Lotus Leaf - $2,500





Nine Dragons - $350





Crabs on Wicker Basket - $300
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