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I. Introduction

In late imperial China, graves, in addition to serving as the resting places 
of the dead, served as a powerful mechanism for claiming land, securing 
and hiding wealth, and expressing social status. They were particularly 
effective because of several compounding factors. Ming Taizu�s ban on 
cremation in 1370 essentially mandated the creation of graves, while the 
spread of the lineage institution across China in the subsequent centuries 
disseminated burial practices associated with Neo-Confucian ritual.1 The 
imperial state recognized the power of graves and the dead buried in them 
through its law code and its administration. The legal code prescribed 
harsh punishments for those who violated gravesites.2 For those who had 
failed to receive a proper burial or had passed away unpropitiously, the 
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Wigen, Tom Mullaney, Alexander Statman, Koji Hirata, Qiaomei Tang, Peter Hick, CØcile 
Wang, Sungoh Yoon, Yanjie Huang, Gavin Healy, and Guy St Amant. I thank Danni Cai for 
all her help and support in checking translations and giving feedback on the article as a whole. 
All errors are my own. Data for this study derives from my dissertation, �The Veins of the 
Earth: Property, Environment, and Cosmology in Nanbu County.�

1. For an overview on the history of cremation in China, see Ebrey, Women and the Family 
in Chinese History, 247. Ebrey notes that �archaeological evidence suggests that cremation 
declined very rapidly in the Early Ming.� Women and the Family in Chinese History, 162.

2. The Great Qing Code 276.01, 276.02, 276.06, and 263.01.
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state held triannual litan rituals in counties across the empire to appease 
their unrequited spirits.3

Graves were a central avenue for engaging the law and accessing the 
courts in late imperial China. Drawing on the work of Yonglin Jiang, 
who has discussed the religious frameworks of late imperial law codes, 
this article makes use of Paul Katz�s concept of the �judicial continuum,� 
which he de�nes as �the belief that the judicial mechanisms of this world 
can interact and even overlap with those of the underworld.�4 For the 
administration and maintenance of gravesites in late imperial China, this 
�judicial continuum� was not just a cultural framework, but was also put 
into practice through a variety of Daoist rituals and geomantic practices.5 
While these did not have a formal place in the late imperial Chinese law 
code, this study demonstrates that the Qing legal system readily endorsed 
judicial rituals of the underworld and geomantic interpretations of land 
to resolve county-level disputes. Qing courts recognized the dead as 
having distinct interests and the capacity to aid and harm their living 
relations. This recognition in turn had social effects. Just as the imperial 
state delegated responsibility for administering the commercial property 
regime to rural agents such as contractual middlemen, the state also 
recognized ritual intermediaries, such as geomancers, as necessary agents 
in administering the property regime of the dead.6

County archives in Sichuan suggest that sepulchral litigation was 
both common and complex during the Qing. Of�cials in the province 
observed that local residents were sometimes �deluded� (huo) by fengshui 
and commented on the high rate of grave lawsuits over the nineteenth 
century.7 Wei Shunguang has disaggregated 1,000 territorial property 

3. Goossaert, �Managing Chinese Religious Pluralism in the Nineteenth-Century City 
Gods Temples.� Litan rituals were offered to the City God three times a year, on Qingming, 
on 7/15, and on 10/1 at the litan altar, which was constructed outside of the walled city in each 
administrative seat.

4. Yonglin Jiang, The Mandate of Heaven and the Great Ming Code; Katz, Divine Justice.
5. Stephen Feuchtwang�s An Anthropological Analysis of Chinese Geomancy provides an 

excellent introduction to the theory and practice of Chinese geomancy.
6. Duara, Culture, Power, and the State, 217�44. Daniel Asen has recently shown the state�s 

reliance on professional geomancers for local administration continued well into the twentieth 
century in Beijing, where yinyang masters were responsible for much death certi�cation work 
through the late 1930s. Asen, Death in Beijing, 39�41.

7. Sichuansheng dang�anguan and Sichuan daxue lishixi, eds., Qingdai Qian-Jia-Dao 
Baxian dang’an xuanbian, xia, 350.
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disputes in Sichuan�s Ba county between 1821 and 1838 and discovered 
that over 26 percent of all lawsuits concerning land rights involved graves 
and fengshui.8 Nanbu county�s archive contains a similar proportion of 
grave disputes for that period, and a number of lawsuits analyzed below 
from the span of a few months in 1890 reveal their frequent appearance in 
court. In Nanbu, yamen runners frequently composed maps of contested 
auspicious sites during grave litigation, and such maps occupy at least 70 
percent of the entire surviving cartographic collection from the county�s 
legal archive.9

Fengshui lawsuits proliferated during and after the Ming Dynasty 
(1368�1644), even as the practice of Chinese geomancy dates back to 
antiquity. A transformation appears to have occurred during the Ming�
one perhaps linked to the imperial ban on cremation and the resultant 
need to create graves�which elevated the importance of fengshui in 
Chinese law.10 By the nineteenth century, people across the empire 
made fengshui-related claims�from Manchuria down to the borders of 
Southeast Asia.11 It is challenging to determine the exact degree to which 
the frequency of such cases increased over the Qing, as Nanbu�s archive 
has a larger number of lawsuits from the second half of the dynasty than 
the �rst. Nonetheless, the well-known population increase in Sichuan 
over the period, with the accompanying rise in land reclamation, suggests 
that grave litigation increased in frequency, at least in terms of the 
absolute number of cases, as Weiting Guo has shown to have been the 
case in Taiwan during the nineteenth century.12 Across the empire, from 
Taiwan�s Xinzhu county to Sichuan�s Nanbu county, grave lawsuits were 

8. Wei Shunguang, �Qingdai zhongqi de �jifen zisong� xianxiang yanjiu� (Research on the 
phenomenon of �grave litigation� in the Mid-Qing period), 159.

9. For a complete list of the cases in the Nanbu County Archive that contain litigation maps, 
see Brown, �The Veins of the Earth,� 195.

10. Speci�cally, the genre of geomantic lawsuit concerning �earth veins� appears to have 
been distinctive to the Ming-Qing era, even as disputes over auspicious land may date back 
further. This shift was likely in response to the popularization of grave rituals in relation to 
state policy. For more on this transformation, see Miller, �Roots and Branches.�

11. For just one example of a memorial recommending the moving of horse stables of the 
Bordered White Banner Mongols because of fengshui concerns, see Academia Sinica Archives 
of the Grand Secretariat: 22.6161.001.

12. Weiting Guo, �Social Practice and Judicial Politics in �Grave Destruction� Cases in Qing 
Taiwan, 1683�1895.�
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one of the few genres of non-homicide �local� cases that could be heard 
year-round under Qing law, outside of the harvest-dictated seasonal 
calendar for local trials.13

This article draws on the rich collection of the Nanbu County 
Archive while also considering two handwritten ritual manuscripts 
from Qing (1644�1912) and Republican (1912�49) Sichuan. The �rst 
section introduces the courts of the dead through documents for legal 
rituals concerning sepulchral lawsuits (zhongsong), wherein a deceased 
person would present a lawsuit against a person�s ancestor in a court of 
the underworld, as well as (�Earth God�) tomb contracts (maidiquan), 
wherein a deed was composed to an Earth God for the use of his land 
prior to burial.14 These documents establish the judicial frameworks for 
dealing with the deceased�s po-soul and help contextualize the remaining 
sections, which concern the courts of the living.15 The following sections 
address, �rst, the territoriality of graves and the resolutions magistrates 
crafted in judging sepulchral disputes; second, the functions of graves, 
particularly �ancient� and �fake� graves, in expressing and manipulating 
social status; and, third, the multifaceted roles of ritual intermediaries 
such as geomancers in cases found throughout the Nanbu archive. 
Magistrates consistently looked to the rituals directed towards the courts 
of the underworld in crafting their own legal judgments. This shows 

13. Even though the yamen was supposed to hear cases during the non-harvesting seasons 
each year, grave lands were cited in the Imperially Authorized Collected Statutes of the Qing 
Dynasty with Case Precedents as a leading genre of case heard throughout the year: �If local 
of�cials, during the time when they cease the processing of lawsuits for the harvest season, 
encounter [cases concerning] grave mountains and land, since these cases are matters of great 
importance, and if the witnesses and advocates are not engaged in agriculture, [the magistrates] 
should continue to investigate and judge [these matters].� Qinding da Qing huidian shili 
(Imperially authorized Collected Statutes of the Qing Dynasty with Case Precedents), Section 
of the Board of Punishments, Criminal Statutes, Lawsuits, 817.

14. Maidiquan are often rendered as �tomb contracts,� which is a good translation. I 
have opted to term them �Earth God� contracts explicitly to clearly distinguish them from 
contracts drawn up between human actors for the purchase of grave land. Readers should be 
aware that Earth God contracts invoked many deities as witnesses beyond just Earth Gods.

15. In Chinese religion, a person has two souls: a yang hun, which leaves the body after 
death, and a yin po, which stays in the corpse of the deceased. Each of these �soul� components 
had to be placated: the po, so that it would not turn into a harmful �ghost� or �demon� 
(gui), and the hun, so that it would become a helpful �god� or �spirit� (shen). Myron Cohen 
has pointed out that this binary of souls is a simpli�cation and that in fact many souls were 
identi�ed in local society. Cohen, �Souls and Salvation.�
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that graves acted as powerful forces in late imperial Chinese law and that 
litigants could appeal to not just one, but two, recognized bureaucracies. 
Finally, we may note that, notwithstanding the profound changes in 
national policies in China�s modern era, at least in rural regions of the 
country�s interior, the ritual and legal practices commonly associated 
with the imperial period remained prominent through the mid-twentieth 
century.16

II. The Dead in the Courts of the Underworld: 
Sepulchral Lawsuits and Earth God Contracts

Stephen Bokenkamp has postulated a transformation in the way the 
living conceived of the dead in early medieval China (third to sixth 
century CE), with the new notion of vindictive ancestors and �ancestral 
anxiety.�17 In identifying a related transformation for the Song period 
(960�1279), Valerie Hansen has suggested that the burgeoning use of 
contracts in commercial transactions galvanized a parallel change in the 
conception of transactions with the gods of the celestial bureaucracy.18 
The anxiety that Bokenkamp refers to and the transactions that Hansen 
observes originated with the rise of a new legal order in the Qin-Han (221 
BCE�220 CE) period, which corresponded to a new religious conception 
as well, with a growing celestial bureaucracy and the appearance of new 
types of legal-ritual media, such as sepulchral lawsuits and Earth God 
contracts. In the following centuries, rituals for communication with the 
underworld spread widely and were popularized across the empire.

A lack of source material from the Ming-Qing period has hindered 
thorough understandings of sepulchral lawsuits and Earth God contracts 
and has led medieval texts to appear at �rst glance to be more abundant 
than late imperial texts.19 One reason for this distribution of sources 
will soon be evident: ritual specialists in medieval China sealed petitions 

16. Goossaert and Palmer, The Religious Question in Modern China.
17. Bokenkamp, Ancestors and Anxiety.
18. Hansen, Negotiating Daily Life in Traditional China.
19. Studies by Peter Nickerson have provided thorough contextualization of the rise of 

otherworldly litigation through texts such as �The Great Petition for Sepulchral Plaints� 
(Da zhongsong zhang), which was composed prior to the sixth century CE. Nickerson, �The 
Great Petition for Sepulchral Plaints� and Taoism, Bureaucracy, and Popular Religion in Early 
Medieval China. Likewise, Earth God contracts examined by Valerie Hansen, Ina Asim, and 
Mihwa Choi largely were written in the Song Dynasty (960�1279) and earlier. Asim, 
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combatting sepulchral plaints and Earth God contracts in tombs or 
chiseled them into stone. Related texts were incorporated into the Daoist 
canon. Legal ritual media in Ming-Qing records did not cease to be 
produced, but rather disappeared from the of�cial record because political 
and market demands popularized them amongst the wider population. 
Daoist priests and geomancers wrapped and burned petitions against 
sepulchral lawsuits and Earth God contracts following a ritual offering. 
As the popularization of these practices corresponded with the increasing 
tendency for ritual specialists to be hauled into court, the burning of 
these documents may have incidentally served as a mechanism to dispose 
of evidence that could be used to appraise a specialist�s skills in court. 
One legal case below suggests that they did, though we should not assume 
that this was necessarily the primary motivation for ritually burning 
documents. Signi�cantly, Earth God contracts and related media from 
the late imperial period that exist today have survived only by luck or 
accident.

Handwritten manuscripts provide an especially valuable window 
into popular rituals at the local level. They also help us to identify 
consistencies in ritual practices across counties within a single province. 
The two manuscripts that I will discuss below were both dated and signed 
by their authors�a rare occurrence. The �rst manuscript, the Northern 
Sichuan Collection of Petitions and Declarations to the Gate of the Dao, 
composed by a lay Celestial Master in or near Nanbu county during the 
Tongzhi reign (1861�75), contains numerous petitions for the settling 
of sepulchral plaints presented by the aggrieved dead to the courts of 
the underworld. Resolving such plaints is one of the primary concerns 
of the petitions in the collection. One example of a generic template 
for a petition reads as follows, with numbers provided for the relevant 
manuscript lines.

�Status Symbol and Insurance Policy�; Mihwa Choi, Death Rituals and Politics in Northern 
Song China. Lu Xiqi has observed that the majority of Earth God contracts studied in his 
comprehensive analysis spanning two millennia were created prior to the Ming-Qing period. 
Lu Xiqi, Zhongguo gudai maidiquan yanjiu, 578�634.
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	 §20.1 (Right page of Manuscript)
2. � The Declaration for the Subjugation of Demons. Presented and 

Offered Before the Palace of the Cavernous Abyss�
5.. � �I request you promulgate
6. � an Imperial Directive ordering the Three Departments (of Heaven, 

Earth, and Water) to act on behalf of person�s [Name Inserted]. 
Please expel the curses and enemies for both him and three 
generations of his ancestors;

7. � as for all [their] transgressions, I hope that they are pardoned and 
that all [persons]

8. � participate in self-renewal. When coming to learn of infectious 
disease or curses, I rely on the grace of Heaven to eternally dissolve 
them.20 As for the summons of sepulchral lawsuits (zhongsong),

	 §20.2 (Left Page of Manuscript)
9. � I call and gaze on the muni�cent splendor and thereby they are 

resolved. I hope that you can render the inauspicious, auspicious and 
render humans and ghosts separated.

Fig. 1. Manuscript page of cited petition.

20. Infectious disease here refers to fulian, a term that appears frequently in medieval texts. 
The entire manuscript has been made available to readers at  https://tenthousandrooms.yale.
edu/project/chuanbei-daomen-biaociji-chuan-bei-dao-men-biao-ci-ji-northern-sichuan-
collection-0
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Fig. 2. Manuscript page containing place and date of the text�s creation.
“In the [Insert year] of the Emperor of the Qing, Tongzhi [1861–1875]… [Offered in] the Great 
Qing Empire, Sichuan province, the Northern Sichuan circuit, Baoning prefecture, [Insert 
county]….”

The above petition was composed for a judicial ritual. Legal 
personhood did not end with death and the deceased retained the same 
capabilities in commencing litigation as the living. The seeking out of 
Daoist priests for the remediation of lawsuits presented by the interred 
dead continued in China from the early medieval period through 
the late Qing Dynasty. Even the literary structure of the nineteenth-
century Daoist petition from Nanbu county bears similarities to the 
early medieval �Great Petition for Sepulchral Plaints,� most notably the 
uncertainty over the source of the misfortune. In the medieval �Great 
Petition for Sepulchral Plaints,� the priest lists the possible sources of the 
sepulchral plaint, indicating that there is no way to precisely ascertain 
which ancestor or ghost submitted it to the court of the underworld. 
In the nineteenth century petition from Sichuan, the priest is likewise 
uncertain as to whether the misfortune was caused by a sepulchral lawsuit 
or fulian (�infectious disease�), and thus asks for the resolution of both. 
















































































