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Monastery and Prohibited Mountain:
A Study of the Development of Mount Wautai in
Mid-Ming, 1453-1566

This essay is a case study of the sacred Buddhist mountain of Wutai. It examines
the process and characteristics of local development and the expansion of
monasteries, with the objective of analyzing the place of monasteries in
mountainous development as well as how official policies operated in a local
context. As part of a frontier defence strategy against Mongolians, Mount Wutai
was declared a forbidden area no later than Jingtai era. The law forbade such
economic activities as logging, mining and cultivating in the region, however, it
failed to live up to what it was created for. Since it ruled out the possibility of
taxation by the magistrates, these illegal activities continued untaxed; moreover,
patron-client relations flourished, Wutai monasteries being one important patron,
providing convenient umbrella to those developers. Wutai monasteries, for their
ready role in holding property and their entrenched connections with the military
and princes, established a vast monastic network through various means, which

served in turn the need of mountainous development.

Keywords: Mid-Ming, monastery, Mount Wutai, prohibited mountain,

administrative systems
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