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BACKGROUND
The act of drinking any liquid requires an 
interface between hands, mouth, and in 
some cases the face itself.  Most commonly, 
the interface between hands and the drinking 
vessel is accomplished through a handle 
of some sort; less often, the vessel is to be 
grasped with both hands.  In the case of 
vessels that are designed to hold hot liquids, 
such as tea and coffee, some considerations 
include how best to capture and contain 
the warmth, as well as limiting heat 
conduction (so as not to be uncomfortably 
hot to hold).  This is often addressed via 
material selection, typically glazed and fired 
ceramicware.  However, certain woods have 
been used to good effect as well.



INSPIRATION
Inspiration was to be found in Japanese tea 
bowls (chawan), used in highly ritualized 
settings that provoke contemplation and 
introspection.  Such rituals and associated 
implements create experiences that go 
beyond the simple act of ingestion and 
nourishment.  Chawan are handle-less and 
are meant to be held using both hands; 
this encourages conscious and thoughtful 
consumption.

Other sources of inspiration include organic 
forms, patterns, and materials as well as 
geometric shapes.



THEME
The two themes that initially emerged were 
that of ergonomics and geometric shapes.
forms.  One thing unifying both themes (in 
almost all cases) was the idea of handle-less-
ness, which would encourage two-handed 
use.  Japanese chawan, in particular, were 
the inspiration for this design driver.

Target demographics would include people 
who want to make tea-drinking more of 
an experience to be savored rather than as 
a simple act of ingestion. Such a segment 
would also enjoy the finer things in life, 
and perhaps be willing to pay a little 
more for the best. They would likely be 
environmentally-conscious and aware 
consumers, preferring to purchase locally-
produced goods and supporting independent 
retailers whenever possible.  They want 
something they can fully embrace, and in 
a quite literal sense too, as the tea vessel 
would require being held with both hands.

Ultimately, it is intended for those in colder 
climates, who derive warmth from drinking 
hot tea. 



DESIGN DEVELOPMENT: IDEATION

Ergonomic

Under the general theme heading of 
ergonomics, several ideas were explored.  
These include a few variations on a 
flared lip opposite the drinking side, to 
accomodate the nasal bridge while in use.  
Other ideas explored include groves on 
opposing sides, to accomodate fingers, as 
well as twin handles to allow two-handed 
and/or ambidextrous use.  The concept of 
an integrated tea bag string holder was also 
explored (that ideation also illustrates a 
secondary emphasis on heat capture).



DESIGN DEVELOPMENT: IDEATION

Geometric

Thematically, geometric forms provided 
some ideation fodder.  Initially, basic 
hexagon forms were explored, partly for 
their intrinsic beauty and partly for their 
ability to be tightly arranged.  However, it 
was desirable to incorporate organic lines 
and curves; this was accomplished via 
scalloping of edges, skewing of profiles, 
and other means.  More purely organic 
forms were also explored, as was the idea 
that the optimal grasping/clasping diameter 
might differ from the optimal drinking edge 
diameter.



DESIGN DEVELOPMENT: REFINEMENT
After the initial ideation phase, a few 
concepts were selected for refinement; the 
results are shown to the right.  The first 
concept on the top represents an integration 
of the 1st and 4th ergonomic ideations.  
Incorporated are finger grooves and a flared 
lip opposite the drinking edge to allow room 
for the bridge of the nose.

The second concept shown to the right is a 
combination of the 5th ergonomic and 6th 
geometric concepts.  The overall spherical 
shape was retained, along with the idea of a 
curved wall opposite the drinking edge that 
would direct warmth into the user’s face 
while drinking from the vessel.

The final concept shown is the fourth 
geometric ideation, with some minor 
refinements.  This was felt to be one of the 
more interesting forms, visually.



DESIGN DEVELOPMENT: MODELS
Following the refinement phase was the 
modelmaking phase.  The second and 
third concepts shown on the preceding 
page were selected to be fabricated out of 
modelmaking form.  Because of their size, 
it was necessary to stack and glue together 
three sheets of 2” thick foam, which were 
then roughly cut down to size and shaped 
on the bandsaw.  Further roughing out was 
done on the circular and belt sanders, then 
the workpieces were transferred to the lathe 
for turning.  Foamcore templates were 
constructed ahead of time to ensure accurate 
dimensions and shapes.  Some hand-
finishing was necessary to radius the edges, 
as well as to do preliminary hollowing out 
of the forms using chisels.  The models were 
then primed with several coats of gesso 
and lightly sanded to accentuate planes and 
edges.  



DESIGN DEVELOPMENT: FINAL CONCEPT
Once foam models had been constructed 
and form was explored more tangibly, the 
scalloped hexagon vessel was selected as the 
final concept, being aesthetically pleasing 
and a nice balance between the rigidness of 
geometry and the warmth of organicness.  

To nail down some of the details and also to 
introduce the accompanying utensil, a final 
ideation sketch was produced; this is shown 
at the right.  Further referencing the organic 
sensibility, it was decided to make the final 
concept out of some kind of hardwood.



MANUFACTURE
Hardwood with a well-contrasted grain 
was desired.  Australian turning wood was 
selected for its striking grain and ease of 
workability, and a 10-pound block procured. 

The block was first cut into half lengthwise 
using the table saw, and then again using 
the table saw, the basic hexagon form was 
produced; this is shown in the first picture to 
the left.

The block was then turned on a lathe various 
chisels until the desired form was obtained; 
this is shown in the second picture.  Once 
it was determined that the block no longer 
needed to be tunred on the lathe, the holding 
block was cut off the bottom; the holding 
block is shown in the last picture, and 
reveals the gorgeous end grain of this wood. 



CONCLUSION
The final model is shown in the pictures 
to the right.  This was my first attempt at 
working with wood on a lathe, and it was 
quite a learning experience.  I had difficulty 
with hollowing out the form on the lathe, 
which was very slow going; I later procured 
a 2” drill bit from a hardware store which 
made short work of removing the bulk 
of the material.  Secondary finishing of 
the inner walls was accomplished using a 
dremel tool; overall finishing was done by 
hand-sanding with successively finer grades 
of sandpaper.  One thing I noticed was that 
very fast sanding created a lot of friction 
and heat, which seemed to bring the sap to 
the surface, making for a darker and shinier 
finish.

I was not able to fabricate the utensil out 
of the same wood as the vessel, and had 
to fall back on modeling foam.  This was 
primed with gesso and hand-sanded, and 
then covered with white spray primer.  That 
second coating of primer was sanded lightly, 
then the top coat color applied, which was 
wet-sanded and re-applied.  Unfortunately, 
the finish does not meet my expectations, 
nor does the utensil design adequately 
reference/complement the vessel design.


