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A Suzhou trademark judgment awarded Louis Vuitton ¥10.3 million against a domestic tea chain. Chinese social media turned the ruling into a morality play about cultural theft. The court record is narrower: Louis Vuitton Malletier sued Shenzhen Molly Tea over a four-petal floral device used in brand identity, the first-instance court found infringement of seven registered marks, and Molly Tea announced an appeal.

This report separates what the judgment and CNIPA history show, how the case fits Louis Vuitton's broader China enforcement pattern, and why a legally ordinary win became a cultural-economy event.


Research question

When a foreign luxury registrant wins a China trademark case against a popular domestic consumer brand, what do the filings establish — and what does the public backlash measure instead?

The question is whether the Molly Tea dispute is best read as trademark doctrine (similarity, association risk, prior CNIPA refusal) or as a heritage-and-optics crisis (motif commons, nationalist brand politics, soft luxury demand). Those readings share images but not a dependent variable.


What the court actually ordered

¥10.3 million — and not final


The first-instance order requires Shenzhen Molly Tea to cease infringing use of the disputed four-petal device, pay ¥10 million in economic damages and ¥300,000 in reasonable enforcement costs, and publish corrective statements on six surfaces: official website, Weibo, WeChat Official Account, WeChat Mini Program, Xiaohongshu, and Douyin. A franchise defendant was described as jointly liable up to ¥100,000. Molly Tea publicly announced an appeal.

Two procedural facts matter. First, Molly Tea had tried to register a four-petal logo; CNIPA refused application no. 81049590 (Class 43), citing prior LV flower marks, and the refusal review became final. Second, the court's association logic sits in a market where luxury–FMCG collaborations are common — so "nobody confuses a handbag with milk tea" misses the legal question, which was whether the logo could suggest sponsorship or commercial linkage.


A larger litigation machine

One tea chain inside nearly 1,700 China trademark records


Chinese coverage places Molly Tea inside a multi-year Louis Vuitton enforcement campaign: approximately 1,691 trademark-infringement records over five years, with 56 new filings reported in the first half of 2026. Recoveries across many matters are described as modest relative to global luxury revenue — deterrence and anti-dilution, not a profit center.

That context cuts both ways. It undercuts the idea that Molly Tea was a one-off bullying novelty: LV litigates flower-device conflicts as portfolio practice. It also explains why the public read this case as the tip of a pattern — especially when parallel administrative fights with CNIPA and other small defendants entered the same news cycle. Comparative China brand fights (for example, long-running New Balance mark disputes or the Dior / mamianqun controversy) show the same structural tension: first-to-file commercial exclusivity versus popular claims about shared cultural forms.


Molly Tea was founded in 2021, scaled a floral visual system, hit a CNIPA wall in 2024, was sued in May 2025, and lost at first instance in June 2026. The viral wave followed the judgment leak and apology-order optics — not the original complaint filing.


Resemblance is not provenance

Tang baoxiang comparisons are real; they are not a trademark defense by themselves

Xiaohongshu and state-media posts placed LV's four-petal monogram flower beside Tang-dynasty decoration — rosewood pipa inlay and quatrefoil window lattice in classical gardens such as Suzhou's Humble Administrator's Garden. Historians describe baoxiang motifs as composite ornamental vocabularies drawn from lotus, peony, and related flora. Persimmon-calyx geometry is another folk visual rhyme circulating in the same threads.

Those comparisons establish visual kinship in a shared decorative commons. They do not cancel a registered commercial graphic under China's Trademark Law. LV's own origin story for the 1896 Monogram, as relayed in LVMH materials and wire reporting, cites neo-gothic ornament and Japonism — not a court finding that the mark is a Tang-era replica.

The honest formulation: modern IP systems let firms fence specific commercial embodiments of shapes that also exist, in looser form, in heritage arts. The Chinese internet's objection is that fencing feels like enclosure of something older than the registrant. The court's objection to Molly Tea is that the chain's standardized black-and-white four-petal mark tracked LV's protected device too closely after CNIPA had already said so.


Secondary-market signal, not a balance sheet

Resale listings moved; attribution is messy


Chinese secondary-market coverage after the judgment described quieter boutiques and softer ask prices — for example, a Carryall small near ¥19,000 new on Dewu against ~¥23,000 retail, and deeper discounts on used Neverfull and Onthego units. Dealers also described a surge of sellers. That is a real market mood.

It is not a clean causal estimate. Louis Vuitton's China demand was already softening in the broader luxury slowdown; dealers can talk down bids when headlines are bad; listing prices are not cleared transactions. The viral claim that bags are "down 10–20% because of Molly Tea" overstates what public listing anecdotes can identify. Treat post-ruling resale chatter as a coincident signal inside a pre-existing demand slide.


Two frames, same facts

Court doctrine and internet dignity are different dependent variables


In the court frame, registered rights, CNIPA prior refusal, and association risk dominate. In the public frame, Tang resemblance, nationalist brand optics, and "foreign giant vs domestic chain" narrative dominate. East Is Read's media monitoring put related posts in the hundreds of thousands with Weibo topic pages in the hundreds of millions of views — order-of-magnitude attention, not legal error.

Is the backlash "fair"? Fairness is the wrong metric if it forces one answer. Under trademark doctrine, LV asked a Chinese court to do what Chinese first-to-file practice is designed to do — and won at first instance. Under brand strategy in a prestige market that runs on story and belonging, LV converted a winnable IP dispute into a highly shareable parable about cultural enclosure. Both can be true.


Limitations

We do not have full official reporter text for every page of the judgment — only consistent secondary reporting and a circulated damages page. Enforcement volume figures are media-cited search tallies, not a verified Artometrics dataset. Resale examples are illustrative listings, not a difference-in-differences study. The "two frames" chart is an editorial index. Social claims about bathroom memes and "China hater" labeling are discourse samples, not survey prevalence.


Conclusion

Molly Tea is a first-instance trademark defendant ordered to pay ¥10.3 million and apologize on six platforms; the case is on appeal. Louis Vuitton's legal theory sits inside a large China enforcement machine. The internet's theory sits inside a longer argument about who may exclusively commercialize motifs that also live in Chinese decorative history. The viral Shorts are a map of popular feeling, not a substitute for the docket.

If there is a lesson for creative-industry readers, it is this: in China as elsewhere, winning the register and winning the room are different sports. Luxury brands that litigate flower geometry against domestic consumer heroes should price reputation the way they price leather — as inventory that can mark down overnight.



Data, methods & sources

Data and method

This is a documentary case study. Primary legal facts are from Chinese and English IP reporting on case (2025)苏05民初617号 (Suzhou Intermediate People's Court), including damages figures from a leaked judgment page, plus AP and specialist IP write-ups. Enforcement volume figures (~1,691 records / 56 H1 2026 filings) are media-cited company-search tallies (Qichacha via China Briefing / Global Times) — order-of-magnitude context, not cleaned microdata.

Resale examples (Carryall, Neverfull, Onthego) are illustrative listings reported by Chinese secondary-market coverage after the ruling, not a panel of matched pre/post prices. The "editorial index" comparing court-frame versus public-frame weights is an interpretive device, not survey data.

Observed vs derived: award amounts, trademark counts, case number, and platform apology list are observed. "Interpretive weight" scores and resale-discount ratios are editorial indices. Viral social claims are treated as discourse, not prevalence estimates.
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	D'Andrea & Partners — "Louis Vuitton v. Molly Tea: Chinese Court Rules on Trademark Infringement in the Beverage Sector." dandreapartners.com
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	Artometrics ethics — evidence tiers.



Editor's note

This report was prompted by a widely shared YouTube Short from @urchineseuncle (Shushu) framing the Louis Vuitton–Molly Tea dispute for an English-speaking audience. Artometrics' contribution is complementary: court identifiers, CNIPA refusal history, enforcement-volume context, motif-versus-trademark distinctions, and limits on resale anecdotes. Credit to the original explainer for surfacing the story; the analysis and any errors here are ours.

AI tools assisted research organization and drafting under human editorial review. Claims were checked against named secondary legal and wire sources listed above.





