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Prohibited Mountains and Forests in Late Imperial China
Vincent Goossaert

Ecole Pratique des Hautes Études (EPHE)—PSL, 75014 Paris, France; vincent.goossaert@ephe.psl.eu

Abstract: This essay explores the various types of spaces, primarilymontane forested areas,
where human access was restricted, either conditionally or entirely, during late imperial
times. The range of restrictions always included felling trees, but often also encompassed
other forms of extraction from local ecosystems. Based on the motivations for setting up
and regulating such zones, it proposes a typology that includes imperial parks and graves,
sacred sites, military exclusion zones, and certain forested commons. Based on some com‑
monalities between these types, it concludes by reflecting on the place of notions of sacral‑
ity in local policies that directly impacted forested areas.
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1. Introduction
Even though the trail is a steep climb, it is well maintained. Also, we hardly see
any (stumps) from felled trees. I enquired about this of a monk, who told me:
this is a prohibited mountain.

路雖攀緣上，然修整。又林木鮮伐。掘問僧曰禁山也。1

This remark was penned by a traveler in early sixteenth‑century China walking the
paths of the sacredmountain Lushan廬山 (northern Jiangxi province), home to bothDaoist
and Buddhist gods and clerics. It suggests than in an age of accelerating deforestation and
human pressure on ecosystems throughout the Chinese world, places called jinshan禁山—
lit. “montane land in which it is prohibited (to trespass)” (or cognate terms)—were zones
of special protection where specific rules applied, with direct consequences for flora and
fauna. The objects of these rules were primarily montane flora (first and foremost, but not
exclusively, trees) and secondarily fauna and soil. This article aims at providing a prelim‑
inary exploration of this and related concepts, their history, their range of meanings and
applications. I understand them as a specific subset of regulations on the use of montane
forests; many such regulations existed, and I only consider those using the term jinshan or
including bans ban on cutting trees for any reason and restricting human access.

I cannot attempt here to address the essential but highly complex question of the ef‑
fect of jinshan zones in the evolution of biodiversity in China in historical times, a question
that will hopefully be taken up by other scholars. I wish here to look in particular at the
place of “religion” in the wider sense (interactions with invisible beings) with particular
interest in Daoist ideas regarding the definition and uses of jinshan regulations in late impe‑
rial times (here referring toMing (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1911) dynasties) throughout
the ever‑evolving territorial reach of these two empires. I argue that the shared language
of jinshan regulations covers a large array of situations, some in which “religious” inter‑
ventions played a major role, some in which they were present but in a secondary role,
and yet others in which they were hardly visible. For this reason, we must be aware of
these religious interventions when exploring the history of Chinese wildlands and never
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assume that they were the main or only drivers of attempts at wildland protection. For
this reason, this essay is built around a typology of jinshan zones that does not assume
anything about their “religious” nature or lack thereof but is based instead on objective cri‑
teria of land ownership, use, and power to enforce regulations. It is on this basis that we
will be able to get a sense of the variety of jinshan zones and regulations, and, in a second
stage of the analysis, discuss the role of “religion” as one possible analytical lens, among
others, to make sense of the variety of types of wildland management. Before we embark
on the description of these various types, however, let me briefly clarify what I mean by
“religion” here.

2. Definitions
For the present purposes, I distinguish four levels of religious intervention in land

and forest management: (1) religious institutions (Daoist and Buddhist monasteries, Con‑
fucian academies, local temples) through their regulations and land use; (2) moral norms
about good and bad behavior and their consequences (often revealed by gods and pub‑
lished as morality books, shanshu 善書); (3) the notion of sacredness, i.e., the presence of
spirits and gods (ling靈) as non‑humans having agency and often personhood who dwell
in certain sites and objects, have a stake in it, and will deliver blessings or harm depend‑
ing on human behavior towards such sites; and (4) fengshui (or geomancy) as a common
language used to describe the potency of sites and how to manipulate it. By this I do not
mean whether fengshui is religious or not, which is a moot question. Instead, I mean that
it is a language that can be used, among other things, to evoke agentive divine presence.
These four levels are in practice often in interaction but are nonetheless independent; re‑
ligious institutions produce discourse on norms, sacredness, and fengshui management
but have no monopoly over them. Also, various types of sources (official, local, ritual, etc.)
emphasize different levels. In this article, I will mostly deal with levels 3 and 4 and draw
attention to the importance of Daoist notions of “grotto‑heavens and blessed lands” and
of divine presence there (level 3).

As we will see, some sources place jinshan zones in the context of sacred sites man‑
aged by religious institutions or otherwise prohibited by the gods while others do not,
discussing only the need for preserving resources, in particular water courses, for the ben‑
efit of human communities living nearby (especially downslope). It is this continuum of
motivations for designating prohibited jinshan areas that make this topic a fruitful site for
interactions between religious studies, environmental studies, and the social, political, and
economic history of China.

Jinshan is a legal term inMing andQingChina; it ismentioned in the code in relation to
thieves who abscond and hide in jinshan zones.2 However, it is not defined, and no statute
or precedent explains who can decree a prohibited zone or what its consequences entail.
It is also a rather common term in descriptions in local gazetteers, inscriptions, and other
sources to qualify a particular site, as for instance in an early nineteenth‑century gazetteer
from Hunan province: “Guanjingshan (lit. landscape‑viewing mount) faces the southeast‑
ern side of the prefectural town; it is a brush‑shaped eminence, extending lengthwise like
a screen. Every year, during the second and third months, flowers and wild plants bloom
gloriously; to create the most beautiful scenery of the whole prefecture. Officials have for‑
bidden gathering firewood and plants, and the site is also known as the state‑managed pro‑
hibitedmountain”. 觀景山面㕔東南，爲文峯，橫且如屏。每二三月山花野草燦爛盈眸，實
一㕔之大觀也。官為之禁樵採，又名官禁山.3 This suggests that the notion was widely
known, even though, when one looks at specific regulations, the precise contents of the
prohibition could vary very significantly. I chose to translate it as “prohibited” here to
indicate that the term conferred a certain sacred or “reserved” nature, an injunction to hu‑
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mans to keep away, without much precision; “restricted mountain” is a more common
translation, and in certain cases, “tabooed” would be an appropriate rendition.

The sources for exploring the conditions of prohibited, preserved forested mountains
are abundant, varied, and scattered. I have made use of imperial laws, jurisprudence, and
other administrative documentation; local histories and gazetteers; gazetteers of sacred
mountains and religious institutions; and local regulations, notably as preserved as stele
inscriptions.4

This essay proceeds by describing situations of prohibited mountains according to a
hybrid typology I have built based onmy reading of the above sources. The typology is hy‑
brid because it considers the following: who decreed the jinshan bans (the central imperial
state, local officials, local communities, religious institutions, or gods); the stated reason
or reasons for the ban (which naturally do not preclude unstated implicit reasons as well);
and the scale to which it applies (from large regions to tiny groves). What it does not take
into account is the extent of the ban; jinshan regulations can range from strict interdiction
for humans to enter the prohibited zone under any circumstance to mere bans on cutting
down certain species of trees. Naturally, like any typology, it is to some extent arbitrary,
and merely aims to bring order and legibility to a vast array of specific local situations.
The order in which these various types are introduced does not suggest any chronological
or other relation between them. In the conclusion, I will attempt to draw together these
various types and identify common elements that can be considered as the shared concept
of a jinshan zone of mountain forest protection as used in late imperial China.

Before looking into my five types (imperial parks, sacred sites, military exclusion
zones, fengshui forests, and regulated commons) of prohibited montane forests, however,
it is necessary to briefly introduce the main key terms and legal categories of land owner‑
ship in late imperial China because these were the primary factors in determining land use
and the possibility of enacting interdictions such as jinshan regulations. First, the very term
shan, translated above as montane land, means different things in different contexts. It can
obviously refer to any elevation, from a low hill to a peak, but it canmore generally refer to
any wildland; when the context is timber or more generally flora extraction, it refers more
specifically to forested mountains or even simply forests (Miller 2020, pp. 7–8). It also
has specific geomantic meanings. In order to maintain and better observe continuity in
the uses of the term, I have chosen to keep it untranslated as shan land, while occasionally
adding a gloss that takes the context into account.

Regarding land ownership, I base my summary on Meng Zhang’s recent and thor‑
ough discussion (Zhang 2021, pp. 83–91). Private ownership was the dominant situation
in the empire for cultivated and inhabited land (quite often in complex systems of multiple
ownership). Large tracts of forests, the large majority of them montane forests, were held
as private property; owners were often called “shan owner” (shanzhu山主) in documents.
The imperial state upheld private shan land titles, which allowed for the development of pri‑
vate plantations and a thriving timber business from the Song (960–1279) dynasty onward,
especially in southern China (Miller 2020; Miller et al. 2022). As a consequence, most of the
forests in late imperial times were cultivated, often in monoculture, and little previous pri‑
mary forest remained. Monoculturewas often of China firs and other conifers, as broadleaf
trees, which growmore slowly than conifers, were generally less favored by silviculturists
as an investment, with some exceptions such as tung [tong桐; Vernicia fordii] cultivated
for oil; bamboo was also largely planted for the paper industry, with even more radical
consequences for ecosystems. The religious institutions (Daoist and Buddhist monasteries
and local temples) that settled and developed on mountains often owned large tracts of
wildland; they were for all practical purposes private owners, except that they were not
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allowed to sell the land, which was entrusted to them in perpetuity (such sales nonetheless
occurred fraudulently and gave rise to countless lawsuits).

There were also commonly held shan lands (gongshan 公山), managed by local com‑
munities, essentially villages and lineages, in which case they could be called lineage shan
lands (zushan 族山) or ancestral shan lands (zushan 祖山); the term gongshan could, how‑
ever, also apply to shan land privately owned by a corporate body of multiple owners.
Finally, state‑controlled shan lands (guanshan官山) were not effectively claimed as private
or communal property and were under the direct authority of local officials. The latter
could choose to restrict access to them, keep them as open access, or open them for private
acquisition. It happened that officials bought lands from private owners in order to turn
them into protected state‑controlled zones. As we will see, regulations on prohibiting shan
forests could apply, in different ways, to any of these three categories (private, commons,
or official).

3. Type 1: Imperial Parks
The earliest use of the term jin to refer to natural resources is linked to enclosures set

up by the Qin (221–207 BCE) and Han (206 BCE–220 CE) dynasties, banning ordinary peo‑
ple from accessing spaces reserved for the court, in particular hunting parks.5 This is the
context in which the term jinshan appears in Han sources, but such restricted parks existed
before the imperial era.6 Such usage continued for twomillennia, into the Qing. The size of
imperial parks and type of interest successive dynasties had in them changed constantly
through time; Inner Asian so‑called dynasties of conquest had more interest in hunting
and large parks. This was the case of the Yuan (1271–1368) and then the Qing, which es‑
tablished and maintained large hunting parks off‑limits to commoners in Manchuria, no‑
tably near their summer retreat in Chengde, and also banned foraging by non‑authorized
agents in most of Manchuria. These parks were seen less as places for entertainment than
military training, and the size of ungulate populations was a matter of political concern
(Bello 2010). As shown by David Bello, however, the imperial state’s own massive extrac‑
tions of timber for their monumental building projects ruined the hunting reserves by the
early nineteenth century (Bello 2022). In terms of aggregate surface of jinshan lands for
the whole Qing empire, this type (which Bello conflates with the following type, especially
imperial tombs) was a major component of restricted‑access lands, but one that was found
only in highly specific areas.

4. Type 2: Sacred Sites: Graves and Temples
A second type of prohibited shan lands was sacred sites, designated as such because

imperial ancestors, cultural heroes, or other divinized humans were buried there, or be‑
cause theywere considered as inhabited by high gods. I define sacred site here as any natu‑
ral site that is reputed to be the home of gods and spirits and regularly attractsworshippers,
either members of the local community or pilgrims. Such sacredness was a widely shared
notion, drawing on various cosmologies, especially but not exclusively Daoism, and ex‑
pressed by the presence of many temples and shrines to “mountain gods”, “river gods”,
etc., some of them having official status.7 Many of these sites were mountains where Bud‑
dhist or Daoist monasteries and various temples and shrines were built, and clerics played
a key role in the management of the site, including enacting regulations. Protection of soil,
flora, and fauna at sacred sites was desired on general principles and for local reasons ar‑
ticulated by various actors, clerical or not. But it was confronted with all sorts of extractive
and destructive activities, some of them initiated by the monastic institutions, which these
actors hoped to curtail with regulations.



Religions 2025, 16, 71 5 of 18

In medieval and Tang (618–907) times, such regulations were mostly documented
through imperial edicts—in several cases, they are extant as stele inscriptions. Such edicts,
often using the language of jinshan (or shanjin山禁, “shan prohibition”, referring to the in‑
terdiction itself rather than the space where it applied) were granted to sites of particular
importance, and often to a cleric honored by the court. Such edicts were, to a significant
extent, acts of granting sweeping, monopolistic powers over a given site to a powerful reli‑
gious leader. The contents of the specific interdictions are typically vague, possibly leaving
it to clerical leaders to flesh them out. These kinds of documents raise the thorny issue of
the ultimate impact of the state whichwas both extractive—such as felling trees for its own
purposes—and protective of certain spaces to which it chose to restrict access, to varying
degrees, from imperial parks (primarily designed for monopolistic extraction) and sacred
mountains (primarily targeted for blanket prohibition). The right of ordinary people to
access such imperially protected sacred mountains (in contrast to more local lower‑order
sacred sites) remains a muddled issue because of vague regulation, patchy enforcement,
and all sorts of pragmatic compromises.

Such edicts on protecting sacred sites appeared in significant numbers during the
Tang period, as studied by Bai Zhaojie (Bai 2020). Bai makes the important point that
edicts protecting sites and banning any kind of extraction—gathering firewood and plants
(qiaocai樵采/採) as well as grazing livestock (mu牧)—began with tombs of emperors and
their kin and other state‑honored figures (the size of the protected perimeter around the
tomb varied according to the status of the occupant).8 They then progressively included
Daoist sites by the mid‑Tang, in relation to the adoption of Daoist rituals for court rituals.
A law in the Tang liudian唐六典 (Tang Code in Six Categories) extends this to all mountains
where gods were present:

Given that the Five Sacred Peaks and the famed mountains can harbor spirits,
create miracles, give rise to clouds, and produce rain, they are that which is ben‑
eficial to humans. Collecting wood is banned on all of them.

凡五嶽及名山能蘊靈産異興雲致雨，有利于人者，皆禁其樵采.9

The Tang period was also the time when lists of “grotto‑heavens and blessed lands”
(dongtian fudi 洞天福地) were compiled by court Daoists, and official sacrifices were con‑
ducted there; something that would not happen again on such a scale under later dynas‑
ties. Beyond the already impressive numbers of empire‑wide lists—10 major dongtian, 36
secondary dongtian, and 72 fudi, most of themmountains—there were many more local sa‑
cred sites that were considered in the same category as places where gods live and special
rules apply.

In later periods, imperial codes maintained the bans on harvesting and planting
around imperial tombs but no longer included other sacred sites. For instance, the Qing
code (Daqing lüli大清律例) protects imperial tombs:

(Near imperial tombs), the shan lands in front and back have a prohibited enclo‑
sure: if anyone illicitly fells trees inside (the enclosure), according to the number
of trees felled, this person will be punished following the statute on stealing ob‑
jects belonging to gods of the great sacrifice level.

凡山前山後各有禁限，若有盜砍樹株者，驗實樁楂，比照盜大祀神御物比照.10

Note here that trees are treated as divine property. The same precedent, however,
allows the gathering of dead wood as well as digging (for graves or houses) up to one
zhang 丈 (3 m) deep on state‑owned shan land (官山界限) outside the enclosure (marked
by red posts). In fact, as studied by David Bello, the two largest Qing imperial tomb com‑
plexes (Dongling東陵 and Xiling西陵) were divided into several color‑coded concentric



Religions 2025, 16, 71 6 of 18

circles where different levels of prohibition were applied, with frequent changes and com‑
promises, and where various forms of fengshui landscaping were developed.11

To return to Tang‑period edicts protecting sacred sites, one early example is an edict
granted by emperor Ruizong睿宗 (r. 684–690, 710–712) to Wangwushan王屋山, a major
Daoist mountain (and the number one major dongtian in most lists from the Tang times
onwards) in what is now northern Henan—the stele inscription is unfortunately lacu‑
nary.12 Another well‑documented and major example is Maoshan 茅山 (in the contem‑
porary Jiangsu province), for which we have several gazetteers of the Yuan and Ming pe‑
riods.13 They document successive official edicts of protection, including the term jinshan
in their titles (dated 833, 952, 1009, and 1106), on the initiative of Daoists close to the court.
These edicts banned harvesting of any kind, trapping, fishing, and hunting; one adds that
meat‑eaters were not allowed to enter the mountain.14 Here, rules on land use are com‑
bined with notions of pollution (wuhui污穢), which in regulations on local sites can mean
both physical pollutions (throwing unclean matter in rivers) and spiritual ones, that is, sac‑
rilege, and desecration (xiedu shenming 褻瀆神明). These documents were also linked to
clear boundary marking, with steles erected to show where exactly these rules applied. In
some documents, jinshan specifically refers to the delimited space covered by the protec‑
tion edict and clearly delineated therein.15 A Ming mention of a Tang ban called the area
thus protected an ever‑living forest (changshenglin長生林).16 Yet another sacred mountain,
Tiantaishan天台山 (Zhejiang province) received an imperial decree in 711 creating a pro‑
hibited zone of ca. 20 km across, where no foraging was allowed so that “animals and
plants could be ever‑living”.17

Declaring an imperially‑promoted sacred site as jinshan had major effects locally on
humans as well as other living creatures, some negative. A fifteenth‑century traveler to
Wudangshan武當山, the sacredmountain of the god Xuantian shangdi玄天上帝whowas
the divine protector of the Ming dynasty, recounts meeting people in tears because they
were expelled from their homes located in a zone newly declared jinshan (this extension of
the prohibited zone was without doubt a sign of respect for the god).18 The history of the
process of decreeing jinshan zones at such sites and their manifold consequences remain
to be studied.

Early cases (from Tang to Song) of edicts granting jinshan status to a sacred site are
often imperial favors given to a specific religious institution—the ban being typically given
at the same time as tax exemptions and gifts. I am unsure whether the Ming and Qing em‑
perors still issued such edicts, and I have not found one so far. By contrast, we have amuch
larger corpus of decisions by local officials of the Ming and Qing periods, which were fre‑
quently mentioned in mountain and temple gazetteers andwere also carved on steles. The
late imperial local proclamations cover a large range of concerns, from protecting sacred
sites as such to taking measures against flooding and landslides through afforestation at
such sites.

Late Imperial Religious Institutions

The recent literature on the history of forests in China pays little attention to shan
forests managed by religious estates, with a few exceptions.19 Yet, the late imperial
gazetteers for sacred sites (shanzhi山志) and religious institutions (siguanzhi寺觀志) pro‑
vide rich information on the management of local resources; they appeared in early mod‑
ern times, and multiplied from the fifteenth century onward, so that there are now hun‑
dreds of such titles, and new ones—sometimes thick with new information—keep being
published. Monasteries and temples managed their shan lands as private properties in
ways very similar to other corporate entities such as villages and lineages; indeed the latter
often used the community temple to deliberate on decisions, take the gods as witnesses,
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and have offenders pay fines (if they had, for instance, cut a tree) to the temple, in cash
or with an offering (such as paying for an opera dedicated to the gods or for a sacrificial
animal). Monastic and temple gazetteers however provide more sustained use of the lan‑
guage of sacredness: documents found therein often claim that their shan forests and other
resources must be protected because despoiling them is an offense to the gods.

One of the most detailed examples of a regulation on natural resources issued by a
religious institution and recorded in a mountain gazetteer that I have identified so far is
in the 1935 Qiyanshan zhi七岩山志 (this mountain is located in Xinzhou, Shanxi province
山西省忻州市). It records a regulation established in the Kangxi period (1662–1723) be‑
cause of woodcutters who were illegally cutting down the trees on land owned by the
Buddhist monastery that was the most important institution at that site. The regulation
was proclaimed to the gods but also to the pilgrims who came for the yearly festival:

The regulation to strictly prohibit trespassing into the shan forest was first estab‑
lished during the Kangxi reign, because people were gathering wood, grazing
their livestock, illegally felling trees, and trampling in our woodlands. It was de‑
creed that culprits would be fined one hundred pounds of oil to be paid to our
temple. The order to prohibit trespassing into the shan land was proclaimed in
front of the gods and carved onto a stele during the Qianlong reign (1736–1795);
the stele was inserted in the southernwall of the Heavenly King temple in Liuhui
village. Every year, on the festival of the first day of the seventh month, the vil‑
lagers hand‑copy this regulation (on paper) and paste it on the screen wall of the
gate leading to Qiyanshan, to make it known (to all pilgrims and visitors).

嚴禁山林規例，始立於清康熙年間，原因樵牧盜伐，踐踏林場。規定違犯者，罰油一

百斤，充歸本廟。神前用禁山吿示文辭，刻石於清乾隆年間，石在留輝村天王廟南壁

上嵌納。每逢七月初一會期由該村照抄張貼七岩山門外照壁上，以昭規約。20

More common in mountain and temple gazetteers are records of lawsuits and official
protection for temple lands against encroachment. A good example is provided by the
1878 edition of the gazetteer of the Xiaoyaoshan Wanshougong逍遥山萬壽宮 (the place is
commonly known as Xishan西山), near Nanchang南昌 (Jiangxi province), a center of the
Jingming dao淨明道 Daoist tradition and a temple to the local saint Xu Xun許遜, which
is still very active today. A section of the gazetteer provides documents protecting plants
and animals within the temple’s lands, which are mostly on the plain but surrounded by
hills listed as a grotto‑heaven sacred site.21 It begins with alluding to Song imperial edicts
of protection (whose text it does not provide) but essentially provides decisions by succes‑
sive localmagistrates between 1625 and 1739. In them, we read that temple clerics required
official help against people who did not respect the temple boundaries and encroached on
its land, cutting trees and fishing in the temple ponds. This, claimed theDaoists, amounted
to sacrilege (xiedu shenming褻瀆神明)—a key notion which we also find in both the impe‑
rial code and morality books—and provoked the wrath of the gods. Trees are essential
for providing shade to the resident gods (yinhu shanling 蔭護山靈), they added. We will
see below that this line of argument about sacrilege is also found in local communal reg‑
ulations.22 Similar language is also found in local regulations that ban felling trees and
opening mines in order to protect the divine qi of the local temple.23

Some gazetteers document the way monastic communities at sacred sites managed
the woodlands and other sites under their control.24 There certainly existed several mod‑
els; the full‑fledged prohibition of any human intervention (no harvesting and planting at
all) was one, but not the most common. Some gazetteers document monastic estates prac‑
ticing careful tree harvesting for their own needs (timber for building and firewood) while
maintaining the forest.25 Nicholas Menzies mentions the case of a Buddhist monastery in
Ningbo 寧波 (Zhejiang) that carefully managed their forest with limited extraction, with
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state blessing, until 1555, when officials suddenly ordered the felling of the entire forest
to harvest timber needed for military ship building.26 In many cases throughout the sec‑
ond millennium, Buddhist and Daoist clerics embarked on large afforestation projects at
largely deforested sacred sites; it seems that their silviculturemodel was largelymonocrop
plantation similar to what other private owners practiced. The evidence in the inscriptions
and regulations I have seen so far mostly mention China firs (shan/sha杉) and pines (song
松), sometimes along with cypresses, which suggests that managers of sacred sites were as
much engaged in monoculture as the businesspeople planting for profit.27

Sacred sites and mountains and hills in general, were managed partly as commons
(gongshan) by local communities and partly as exclusive space by clerical institutions.
Sometimes the two were in tension over their different needs and practices; for instance,
whether or not the digging of new graves should be allowed. Negotiations and contracts
were signed, engaging both parties. Whether commons or cleric‑managed, access to some
places was restricted, and some sacred sites were “closed” (fengshan 封山) outside a pil‑
grimage season. Some sacred mountains—such as Lushan, mentioned in the quotation
opening this essay—remained open, but travelers on pilgrimage paths crossed prohibited
shan forests and were presumably to remain on the path and not stray into the woods.

I would like here to add that the notion of a prohibited (or tabooed, restricted, or re‑
served) zone aroundmonasteries and temples is in noway a uniquely Han Chinese notion,
andwas known in other Buddhist and local traditions, withmajor effect in zones of contact
at the peripheries of the empire. Ming subjects were already in contact with land‑owning
Tibeto–Mongol Buddhist monasteries both in Han‑minority and Han‑majority areas, and
the vast territorial expansion of the Qing and that dynastic house’s own non‑Han ethnicity
created many more sites and opportunities for such encounters. Tibetan Buddhist notions
of monastic land as sacred was commonly known and respected, which created problems
with Han settlers encroaching on what Tibetan monks considered prohibited land.28 A
comparable (but not identical) notion was also widely known and enforced in the Mon‑
gol world. The Mongol concept of qoriγ (khorig) referred to tabooed (or prohibited) land,
usually for religious reasons (sacred sites, imperial tombs) but occasionally because a no‑
bleman reserved it for himself; with its deep ritual connotations, this concept is readily
comparable to Chinese jin (Serruys 1974). Surely, the Ming and even more so the Qing
expansion on all sides of the empire created encounters with different local notions of pro‑
hibited lands, many of which have not been studied yet.

5. Type 3: Military Exclusion Zones (Or Security Zones)
During the Ming and Qing periods, several zones, some of them quite sizeable, were

declared jinshan, or more often, fengjinshan 封禁山 (a term often but not exclusively re‑
ferring to military contexts), for reasons of maintaining order against external or internal
enemies.29 Such zones in border areas were designated as buffer zones, clearly separat‑
ing subjects of the empire from dangerous neighbors (such as Mongols during the Ming)
as well as maintaining dense, impenetrable forests that would serve as natural barriers to
any invasion, especially ones based on cavalry. One example is Wutaishan五臺山 (Shanxi
province); this whole expansive mountain range as well as adjoining zones were for cen‑
turies declared jinshan land (accesswas allowed to pilgrims, but no tree cuttingwas permis‑
sible), on account of its being one of the most sacred places in the Ming and Qing empires
and a frontier area between Han and Mongols.30

The same logic applied to the exclusion zone along the coastline during the early Qing
when theManchus were fighting against the Taiwan‑based Koxinga regime. Between 1661
and 1669 (and in some places again between 1679 and 1683), the coast of most central and
southern China, up to from 30 to 50 li (ca. 15 to 25 km) inland from the coastline, was
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vacated of all inhabitants and entry was punishable by death. This exclusion zone was
part of the larger and longer‑term maritime control policies (haijin海禁, a term appearing
in the sixteenth century), even though haijin did not usually involve exclusion zones. No
one has, to my knowledge, explored the impact on the environment of this policy vacating
thousands of square kilometers of any human presence.

Fengjinshan areas were also used as a policy tool to control unruly inland areas, typ‑
ically found in the mountainous ranges bordering several counties and provinces, where
sparse population and difficulty of access were compounded by uncertainty about jurisdic‑
tion between the law‑enforcement agents of different administrative units, making these
zones ideal refuges for bandits, fugitives, and rebels. For instance, a large mountainous
area around the boundaries of Zhejiang, Jiangxi, and Fujian provinceswas declared a no‑go
fengjinshan during theMing and remained so until the end of the Qing. People were forbid‑
den to settle within the demarcated zone (apparently, collecting firewood along the outer
periphery was tolerated for local residents); locally posted military units were tasked with
regular patrols (routinely mentioned in the various administrative documents discussing
the exclusion zones). The history of these zones is also awaiting future scholars to take
an interest.

Local written documentation about these security zones exists. For instance, a long
and very detailed report by an eighteenth‑century local official posted in northeastern
Jiangxi reacted negatively to an earlier proposal that argued that if the ban was lifted,
the area could be fruitfully opened to agriculture. This official remonstrated that allow‑
ing people to settle in the zone would only create trouble and bring no substantial benefit.
Nowhere does his detailed argument say a word about the impact of policies on flora and
fauna or the sacredness of the site.31 Yet, one can only assume that, if reasonably well re‑
spected as seems to have been the case, such a policy must have resulted in a thriving
biotope, and one considerably larger than most documented “sacred forests”.

6. Type 4: Sacred Groves and Fengshui Forests
Ethnographic work on sacred groves maintained by villages has only recently begun

to appear. By contrast to large, imperially sanctioned prohibited zones or local regulations
carved on stone, this type of prohibited forest is little documented in the published histori‑
cal sources (and thus it is unclear whether they were historically referred to as jinshan, but
their regulations were clearly in a continuum with our other types of jinshan). The work
of Chris Coggins and his colleagues on fengshui forests (fengshuilin風水林), especially in
southern China, has done much to bring them to a wider scholarly attention; it reveals
how local communities strove to maintain their own groves that have often managed to
survive into the contemporary period in spite of adverse pressure. Interestingly, he notes
that villages that abandoned their prohibited groves and forests often did so after a collec‑
tive conversion to Christianity (Coggins 2002, chap. 8; Chen et al. 2018).

Coggins hasworked inHakka villages in upland Fujian and has documented the pres‑
ence of fengshui groves in these villages at various locations (often three or four per village),
some within the inhabited core around the temples and earth god shrines, some above the
village, and crucially at the geomantic points called “water gates” (shuikou 水口), where
streams enter and leave the village.32 Some such groves are also designed to block winds
from blowing through the village and the paddies. They might be composed of various
species; Coggins’ own observations in highland Fujian noted a preference for Cryptome‑
ria, or Japanese cedars (liushan柳杉, a coniferous tree). The rules observed in these groves
vary; some collection (dead wood, roots, mushrooms, etc.) and even cultivation may be
allowed in some of them, but no tree cutting. Coggins also notes that the very strongly‑
felt devotion to maintaining fengshui groves among Hakka villagers is not an effect of a
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larger sentiment that trees and other montane flora should be preserved on principle; the
same villagers routinely engaged in forest burning on a large scale.33 Fengshui groves are
small‑scale sacred sitesmanaged as commons quite differently frommajormountainsman‑
aged by clerics and protected by the state, but this was certainly a continuum rather than
a dichotomy.

Contrary to the three previous types, where prohibiting specific tracts of shan forests
(and otherwildlands)was justified by exclusive rights over soil, fauna, andflora claimed by
emperors, gods, or ancestors, in the case of the sacred or fengshui groves, as the emic name
indicates, this was and is done in the name of protecting the geomantic qualities of a place,
i.e., its ability to concentrate and retain qi. Recent scholarship on Chinese environmental
history has repeatedly noted how certain regulations on land use were made in the name
of geomancy, but not all authors seem to feel comfortable with the religious dimensions of
this language.34 Yet, understanding how the language of fengshui is used, by whom, and
for what purposes, is essential for making sense of local regulations, written or oral, on
land use.

The discourse of geomancy or fengshui (to use the most common of several Chinese
terms) is ancient but had, by late imperial times, come to be an essential legitimate lan‑
guage for making claims about use of and rights over land, water bodies, and plants. As
the recent authoritative study by Tristan Brown shows, this language describes and pre‑
scribes the whole environment of any given place as a map of circulating energies (qi氣),
which can be canalized to one’s individual or collective benefit or detriment (Brown 2023).
The aim was always explicitly human welfare (minsheng 民生); all parties (officials, local
elders, clerics, etc.) used the language of geomancy to argue what sort of intervention
or non‑intervention on the landscape would produce the best outcome for local residents.
Westerners bringing building projects to China (mines, railways, telegraphs, etc.) have fa‑
mously faced resistance from Chinese locals protesting such land use as destroying their
fengshui and therefore treated it as “superstition”.

One important dimension of fengshui for our concerns is the location of graves in
non‑cultivated areas, including many local hills that were also sacred sites—even though
the digging of graves was often forbidden on the sacred mountains. In many local regu‑
lations, we see that existing graves should be maintained and respected but digging new
graves was forbidden within the boundaries of the areas targeted for protection. Trees
were planted around graves—indeed there was a codified tradition, already found in Dun‑
huang manuscripts dated from the Tang, of auspicious tree‑planting around graves and
houses that specified numbers and tree species (Jia 2021). Felling trees around graves—
and thus harming the ancestors’ access to qi—was a heinous crime, yet apparently quite
often perpetrated either by competing lineages and families or by renegade family (or cler‑
ical lineage) members, as discussed at length in both historical documents (including law‑
suits) and fiction, such as novels. AMing gazetteer for a Buddhist monastery in Hangzhou
discusses lawsuits between the monks and gentry families around a site claimed by both,
used as a monastic land or as a grave site, with each party accusing the other of felling the
trees there.35

But the language of fengshui was not exclusively used regarding graves; byMing and
Qing times, temples defended the integrity of their shan lands and trees, saying they were
essential for their fengshui. Magistrates had to decide whether to allow or ban mining,
kilns, quarries, charcoal making, and other activities on local hills, balancing between dif‑
ferent interests (local economic development, job opportunities, taxation, stakes of local
gentry in temples and graves, activities of the temples found on the hills, etc.). Each of the
parties involved used the language of fengshui to frame their case, and officials took this
language very seriously. Local officials were charged with evaluating the dragon veins
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(longmai龍脈) of the site as well as ancient graves before allowing the opening of a mine or
quarry.36 The parties involved could take different roles; sometimes Buddhist or Daoists
appealed to the magistrate against tree‑felling and mine‑opening at the site they lived in,
but in other cases, resident monks opened mining and logging businesses and local gen‑
try fought against them in the name of protecting the sacredness of the site, and even the
pilgrimage.37

What all these sources using the language of fengshui reveal, it seems to me, is com‑
peting claims to access to natural resources (most crucially qi and water)—in contrast to
universal claims, such as the need to protect places where gods dwell. While not necessar‑
ily thought of as a zero‑sum game, such access, when couched in the language of fengshui,
is fundamentally competitive as untouched, forested land used for one lineage’s graves
was not available for another, or one auspicious hill that fostered the fortunes (in exami‑
nations, child‑bearing, and business) of one village and gave it an advantage over neigh‑
boring villages. Of course, the fengshui language (as found in many local regulations) of
the local landscape as a living body and describing mining or felling trees as grievously
harming this body did not mention competition, but it was nonetheless particularistic—
emphasizing local interests rather than general principles. Of course, local interests could
be conceived at different scales, all the way from individuals to whole provinces. The
deteriorating environmental situation culminating in the nineteenth century, with ever‑
growing population and pressure on land and water, exacerbated such competition and
saw increasing production of regulations using the language of fengshui, as we will see in
the next section. Yet, the fact that the language of fengshui was about competing particular
interests did not prevent it from inadvertently enhancing effective preservation practices
in some places.

7. Type 5: Local Regulations on the Use of Commons
The late imperial times was a period of intense production of local regulations, ne‑

gotiated, promulgated, and enforced by a variety of social institutions including lineages,
territorial communities, ritual alliances of temples (that oftenmanaged hydraulic and other
infrastructure), and “community compacts” (xiangyue鄉約). Kenneth Dean has analyzed
the way such local institutions in the Quanzhou region (coastal Fujian) took ever more con‑
trol over local resources, including water and land, between the late Ming and the early
twentieth century (Dean 2009). This is primarily documented through stone inscriptions
that carry and publicize such regulations. A minority of them were promulgated and set
up by officials; Dean calls them prohibition steles (jinbei禁碑) and shows they correspond
to cases when tensions were so intense that no local compromise was found, and officials
had to step in. Many were produced without an active role of the state. The local regu‑
lations have, according to Dean, three main objects: natural resources (the examples he
mentions concern irrigation systems and groves around gravesites), ritual responsibilities,
and social order.

This phenomenon is by no means unique to coastal Fujian, and comparable docu‑
ments can be found in many parts of the Chinese world. We are now very lucky to have a
collection of stele inscriptions devoted to protecting trees and forests—Ni Genjin倪根金,
comp., Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun 中國古代護林碑刻輯存 (collection of extant stele
inscriptions on forest protection in premodern China)—which provides well‑edited, abun‑
dant source material for exploring our research question.38 It includes 668 inscriptions, the
vast majority of which are from the Qing period and from southern China. Some of them
are records of efforts to replant and protect various sites; others are formal regulations,
in comparable numbers from local officials and from communities (community compacts,
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village regulations, lineage regulations, etc.); some are the product of joint efforts by local
leaders and officials.

These regulations vary in their comprehensiveness and can aim at specific practices,
such as gathering dead wood, harvesting bamboo shoots, tea, fruits, and other products
in the wild, producing charcoal, and opening kilns or mines. A very common interdiction
found in these regulations is starting fires for clearing land—banned for the risks incurred
by uncontrolled fires extending to planted forests or habitations, but also because these
fires killed vast numbers of little creatures (chong蟲; a common concern in morality books
of that period). Other regulations address a much larger set of issues of community wel‑
fare and order (banning mendicancy, gambling, feuds, theft, etc.) in which control over
crops and trees are included. They can be very specific about what exactly can be gath‑
ered or not (one regulation allows for collecting pine needles on the ground but not dead
wood).39 They also occasionally provide extremely detailed inventories of trees, with ex‑
act numbers species by species. In some cases, beyond the use of plants, regulations also
ban the removal of stones and soil and the digging of the soil to uproot plants or modify
the flow of streams. By contrast, I also note the near‑complete absence of regulations on
hunting even in prohibited shan land, in contrast to early rules on sacredmountains where
killing any wildlife was explicit banned.

Securing freshwater was a prominent concern behind all local regulations. Descrip‑
tions abound of springs running dry when the tree cover over them had gone. Indeed,
in the corpus of 668 inscriptions introduced above, it is one of the most frequent themes;
springs and streams must be protected and no digging, cutting, or planting is allowed
around them (in some cases, animals must not be allowed to approach them). Hills iden‑
tified as sources of freshwater are often closed off, with no new graves and tea cultivation
allowed, and this is in some cases argued in the explicit language of water purity.

While the majority of the local regulations on land use do not use jinshan or cognate
terms, some, which ban entering certain shan forests for any reasons for all or part of the
year, do explicitly use it, and it is on these jinshan‑related regulations that I focus here.
I havemade a rough count based on a sample of 109 inscriptions in theZhongguo gudai hulin
beike jicun (dated from 1701 to 1843): 15 of them use jinshan or cognate terms (jindi 禁地,
fengshan, fengjinjie封禁界, jinshu禁樹, “prohibited trees”, jinzhi rushan禁止入山, “prohibi‑
tion to enter woodland”, etc.).

Many regulations prescribe seasons for specific sorts of harvesting (tea, bamboo
shoots, mushrooms, or herbs), or entering shan lands (rushan) in general (often for a cou‑
ple of months around the New Year), any access being forbidden at other times. They also
describe patrols to enforce these rules, sometimes manned by people paid for this out of
community funds. The season when access is allowed is often termed “opening the shan”
(kaishan開山), which also means the pilgrimage season at a sacred site. One 1847 inscrip‑
tion from Guizhou province concerns a site for a community festival, where people were
banned from accessing at any time outside of the yearly festival.40 Access was also denied
to domestic animals: many regulations mention grazing (especially by cattle) as a major
cause for wildland degradation—a logical fact in a situation where there was basically no
pasture land in most of the empire. At least one regulation mentions animals polluting
streams with their feces (fang ma wuhui放馬污穢).41

Most local regulations do not refer to the restricted zones as sacred sites, but regu‑
late the use of private plots, commons, and public land; different rules applied to different
types of land, but often even on private land, cutting trees was banned. However, the com‑
mons were often managed from the local community temple, and fines for cutting trees
were paid to it. Furthermore, a sizeable minority of the regulations do use the language of
sacredness (the active presence of spirits and gods, and prayers made to them): I counted
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at least 18 in the sample corpus of 109 inscriptions introduced above. One 1808 inscription
from Shandong province refers to the localmountain under regulation as the local “blessed
land”.42 Some of these regulations are related to temples and sites explicitly described as
inhabited by gods and used for prayers. A number of regulations argue that depending on
how resources are managed, the land will remain, or cease to be “numinous”, or “divine”
(ling 靈).43 In those cases, we sometimes read that gods are furious when humans dese‑
crate their land by cutting trees, digging up the soil, or killing animals.44 In other words,
by the late imperial period, religious institutions, including village temples, demarcated
the boundaries of their hills and wildland and restrained access to it much as private own‑
ers and communities managing commons did, but they added to their bans the powerful
element of the fear of the gods. In one regulation (for a mountain in Anhui, dated 1760),
cutting trees is banned, “especially around temples”.45 This combines the language of feng‑
shui (bad consequences will naturally happen if one damages neuralgic spots) and that of
sacredness (gods will willfully punish trespassers into their domain); the former is more
frequent in local regulations, but its articulation with the latter should be borne in mind.

A few regulations go further than saying that gods are present in sacred sites in gen‑
eral and claim one cannot fell any tree there because gods inhabit all the trees. We know
that certain trees were the home of earth gods, especially camphor trees (zhang 樟; Cin‑
namomum sp.) throughout southeastern China (Rols forthcoming); many temples had
within their courtyards one or a few old trees that have been protected down to the present.
In some specific cases, however, it is all trees on the religious institution’s lands that are
granted divine status.46We also know that in Daoist exorcistic ritual, trees and other plants
can be the hiding place of all sorts of spirits (not all beneficial and worthy of veneration)
(Meulenbeld 2024).

One of the key concerns expressed in the inscriptions is boundary marking, whether
for commons, public land, temple land, or private land on hills andmountains. They often
provide detailed descriptions of the boundaries (sizhi四至), and steles served as boundary
markers (jiebei 界碑). I am not aware of any physical records (photographs or rubbings)
of such boundary markers (although some inscriptions in the Zhongguo gudai hulin beike
jicun record texts of boundary stones); however, they must have existed in considerable
numbers throughout China, and presumably some are still extant on the ground. Local
regulations also repeatedly warn against the destruction of these boundary stones by mis‑
creants, be they petty thieves cutting trees, kiln and foundry operators encroaching on
public land for their firewood needs, or feuding lineages and villages.

8. Conclusion: The Place of Religious Interventions in Jinshan Zones
The practice of limiting, towidely different extents, the extraction of natural resources

on shan lands (wildlands), most crucially but not uniquelymature trees, was very common
in late imperial China. The term jinshan, along with several cognates (shanjin, fengjin, etc.),
was shared by the various actors enacting and enforcing regulations to that effect. Shared
vocabulary does not exclude varying rationales and motivations, however, and we have
seen that stated, explicit reasons could vary from the “religious” (the interests of land‑
owning religious institutions, the sacredness of a grave or god‑dwelling site, or the fear of
hurting dragon veins and therefore bringing misfortune on the community) to the politi‑
cal (protection against bandits or external enemies) to the agronomical (protecting water
flows for downhill fields, maintaining sustainable resources in timber, firewood, and other
products). In some cases (such as graves and temple lands in Type 2) religious interven‑
tions seem dominant, while in others, such as exclusion zones (type 3) they seem absent;
that is why, when thinking about the role of religion in wildland protection, it is useful to
consider them together within a larger category of jinshan zones. Naturally, these etic cat‑
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egories of religious, politics, and economic are themselves arbitrary and, in late imperial
times, deeply intertwined. Nonetheless, I argue based on the above discussion that mak‑
ing more use of local documents (such as regulations on commons), and sources related to
religious institutions (such as temple and mountain gazetteers) can help us see a different
combination and balance of languages and motivations when discussing prohibition on
wildlands than what emerges from studies focused on official documents.

Naturally, policies with far‑ranging implications such as limiting people’s access to
shan lands were certainly motivated by a range of reasons, some more explicit than oth‑
ers, rather than a unique rationale. This variety should give us pause when reflecting at a
very general level about the “religious” or “rational” dimensions of Chinese (or any other
people’s) attitudes towards wildlands, however we define these categories; I am suggest‑
ing that any explanation entirely focusing on, or on the contrary excluding the “religious”
dimension, is likely lopsided.

Aike Rots’ work on sacred forests attached to contemporary Japanese Shinto shrines
is illuminating in this regard. Shinto environmental activists have taken, since the 1980s, to
heralding their tradition as a “religion of nature” and discussing these shrine groves (chinju
no mori鎮守の森) as remnants of Japan’s primordial forest so loved by their ancestors. This
is problematic in many ways, including the fact that most if not all of these forests have
been replanted inmodern times and are being very carefully curated, which results in their
being urban gardens more than natural forests (Rots 2017). Japanese religious institutions,
Buddhist monasteries or Shinto shrines, or in most cases, the combination of both, have for
as long as historical records existed, attempted to limit access to the forests and montane
lands they owned, but often primarily for enjoying monopolistic rights over their timber
and other products. Assuming that religious institutions, whatever they are, have an en‑
tirely different perspective on natural resources from the society around them would be
naive. At the same time, whatever the motives of religious institutions for putting specific
regulations on forests they controlled, religious ideas about the need to restrict access to
certain resources and divine punishments for any infringement did circulate, and some
people took them seriously.

Similarly, in the Chinese case, religious institutions (Daoist and Buddhistmonasteries,
local temples, lineage halls), which often controlled large tracts of shan forests, used the lan‑
guage of sacredness to limit access to them, but curated and exploited them inways largely
similar to local communities who enacted precise regulations on the use of their commons.
Yet, that is not to say that ideas of sacredness of certain trees, groves, or montane forests
did not exist or were entirely irrelevant to the larger picture of wildland conservation. My
own teacher Kristofer Schipper (1934–2021) had such a vision in mind when he developed
his project on Chinese “grotto‑heavens and blessed lands”. In Schipper’s vision, these sites
were all managed by the local society as nature sanctuaries where no one was allowed to
go and cut trees, hunt animals, or cause pollution, so that these places have been fostering
biodiversity down to the present day (Schipper 2001). He saw a clear connection between
regulations of the early Daoist communities, notably theHundred and Eighty Precepts of Lao‑
jun (Laojun yibaibashi jie 老君一百八十戒, between second and fourth century CE), which
has been transmitted by the Church of the Heavenly Master, Tianshidao天師道, and mod‑
ern and contemporary practices at sacred sites. Schipper tragically passed away before he
had time to expand upon and publish these hypotheses, but I hope scholars can engage
with his insights further.

One of my working hypotheses is that within Han‑majority areas (areas of Qing ex‑
pansion are a different case), because of themassive demographic expansion and intensive
anthropization of the land in late imperial times, the notion of restricted‑access wildland,
jinshan, which seems to have in earlier times been closely associated with places inhabited
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by spirits and gods (graves, dongtian fudi) as well as living emperors, had by late impe‑
rial times been applied in local regulations to pretty much any piece of shan land that had
value for a local community. Of course, there may have been earlier regulations on the use
of shan lands as commons which have disappeared from the record, but one still cannot
escape the sense that such regulations multiplied from the sixteenth century onward (al‑
most all of it in Han‑majority areas or in southwestern regions that had been part of the
Ming empire). The language of god‑dwelling sacred sites was sometimes used when the
shan land under regulation housed temples, but it was often not used, as the languages
of fengshui and protecting agriculture were enough to justify strict regulation on the use
of soil, flora, and fauna on hills and mountains and other wildlands, however sacred it
was. Indeed, the language of fengshui seems to have partially displaced the language of
the unique sacredness of specific mountains, but there remains the idea of supernatural
punishments and consequences for those who do not take good care of their natural re‑
sources. The idea of gods demanding care for “their” land and trees has remained very
common in modern and contemporary Chinese discourse, both normative and narrative
(anecdotes, fiction, and oral lore), but the language of fengshui, which can be applied on
a much larger scale, seems to have become dominant. Such a process, which I offer as a
hypothesis, and its consequences need more historical exploration, which will hopefully
be taken up by other scholars.
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35 Hangzhou Shang Tianzhu jiangsi zhi, 335–36.
36 Brown (2021) mentions examples of officials allowing mining using the language of fengshui, that is, arguing mining done prop‑

erly would not harm the fengshui, while improving the people’s livelihood, which was a core concern of fengshui discourses.
37 Brown (2021, p. 113) for a case of the latter (gentry suing the monks who had developed a mining business).
38 As I write this essay, I have read and analyzed only half of this vast corpus and can only offer preliminary comments on

its contents.
39 Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #303 (1839 inscription from Yunnan).
40 Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #340.
41 Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #71 (1688 inscription at Huqiu虎丘, Suzhou, Jiangsu province).
42 Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #197.
43 For instance, Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #173 (1796 inscription from Shanxi); #182 (1801 inscription from Zhejiang); #189

(1805 inscription from Yunan); #322 (1843 inscription from Shanxi province).
44 See for instance Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #91 (Shanxi, inscription dated 1743), #123 (Guangxi, inscription dated 1774),

#137 (Hubei, inscription dated 1780).
45 Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #105.
46 Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #39 (1608 inscription from Yan’an, Shanxi province); Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun, #72 (1695

inscription from Linfen, Shanxi province).

Primary Sources
CRTA: Edition unique number in the catalog CRTA—The Chinese Religious Text Authority宗教書籍規範索引, https://crta.info/wiki/

Main_Page (accessed on 6 January 2025).
Da Qing lüli大清律例. 1740 edition. https://lsc.chineselegalculture.org/eC/DQLL_1740/ (accessed on 6 January 2025).
(Daoguang) Fenghuang tingzhi (道光)鳳凰廳志. 1824 edition.
Daojia jinshilüe道家金石略. Chen Yuan陳垣, comp., Chen Zhichao陳智超 and Zeng Qingying曾慶瑛, eds. Beijing: Wenwu chuban‑

she, 1988.
Fenglin xiansheng wenji鳳林先生文集. Wang Congshan王從善 (1472‑?). In Siku quanshu cunmu congshu.
(Tongzhi) Guangfengxian zhi (同治)廣豐縣志. 1873 edition.
Hangzhou Shang Tianzhu jiangsi zhi 杭州上天竺講寺志. http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/ (accessed on 6 Jan‑

uary 2025).
Lushanzhi廬山志. 1933. http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/ (accessed on 6 January 2025).
Lü Xinwu xiansheng Quweizhai wenji呂新吾先生去偽齋文集. Lü Kun呂坤 (1536–1618). In Siku quanshu cunmu congshu.

https://crta.info/wiki/Main_Page
https://crta.info/wiki/Main_Page
https://lsc.chineselegalculture.org/eC/DQLL_1740/
http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/
http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/


Religions 2025, 16, 71 17 of 18

Maoshanzhi茅山誌. LiuDabin劉大彬 (fl. 1317–1328). Critical edition byRichardWang王崗. Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2016.
Qiyanshan zhi七岩山志. 1935. http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/ (accessed on 6 January 2025).
Tang liudian唐六典. Siku quanshu edition.
Tiantaishan zhi天台山志. Daozang 603.
Tianxia mingshan ji天下名山記. preface 1697. Chongkan Daozang jiyao重刊道藏輯要 edition.
Wulin fanzhi武林梵志, Siku quanshu edition, in http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/ (accessed on 6 January 2025).
Xiaoyaoshan wanshougong zhi逍遙山萬壽宮志, Jin Guixin金桂馨, comp., 1878. Zhongguo daoguan zhi congkan中國道觀志叢刊. Nanjing:

Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 2000, 36 vols., vol. 30–31. CRTA逍遙山萬壽宮志—DGZ46.
Zhongguo gudai hulin beike jicun中國古代護林碑刻輯存. Ni Genjin倪根金, comp. Nanjing: Fenghuang chubanshe鳳凰出版社, 2018.

Notes
Secondary Sources
Bai, Zhaojie白照杰. 2020. Cong lingmu liyu dao daojiao shengdi tequan. Tangdai ‘jinsha muqiaocai’ de lizhi yu quanwei bianqian

從陵墓禮遇到道教圣地特权——唐代“禁刍牧樵采”的礼制与权威变迁 [From worshipping at graves to special rights to Daoist sa‑
cred sites: Ritual regulations on forbidding pasturing and foraging and changes in authority in Tang China]. Shijie zongjiao yanjiu
世界宗教研究 [World Religions] 4: 20–35.

Bello, David A. 2010. The Cultured Nature of Imperial Foraging in Manchuria. Late Imperial China 31: 1–33. [CrossRef]
Bello, David A. 2022. Splintered Habitats. The Fragmentation of Ecotone Northern China’s Imperial Woodland Complexes. In The

Cultivated Forest. People and Woodlands in Asian History. Edited by Ian M. Miller, Bradley Camp Davis, Brian Lander and John S.
Lee. Seattle: University of Washington Press, pp. 95–119.

Brown, Tristan. 2021. Fengshui and Sustainability. Debating Livelihoods in the Qing Dynasty. In Chinese Environmental Ethics: Reli‑
gions, Ontologies, and Practices. Edited by Mayfair Yang. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 103–20.

Brown, Tristan. 2023. Laws of the Land: Fengshui and the State in Qing Dynasty China. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Chaney, Wesley B. 2020. Threats to Gong: Environmental Change and Social Transformation in Northwest China. Late Imperial China

41: 45–94. [CrossRef]
Chen, Bixia, Chris Coggins, Jesse Minor, and Zhang Yaoqi. 2018. Fengshui Forests and Village Landscapes in China: Geographic

Extent, Socioecological Significance, and Conservation Prospects. Urban Forestry & Urban Greening 31: 79–92.
Chen, Gilbert Z. 2022. Local Matters: A Socioeconomic History of Monastic Reconstruction in Nineteenth‑Century China. Journal of

Chinese Religions 50: 155–84. [CrossRef]
Coggins, Christopher Reed. 2002. The Tiger and the Pangolin: Nature, Culture, and Conservation in China. Honolulu: University of

Hawai’i Press.
Dean, Kenneth. 2009. The Growth of Local Control over Cultural and Environmental Resources in Ming and Qing Coastal Fujian. In

The People and the Dao. New Studies in Chinese Religions in Honour of Daniel L. Overmyer. Edited by Philip Clart and Paul Crowe.
Sankt Augustin: Monumenta Serica, pp. 219–47.

Goossaert, Vincent, and Masaaki Tsuchiya, eds. 2022. Lieux saints et pèlerinages. La tradition vivante taoïste. Turnhout: Brepols.
Goossaert, Vincent. Forthcoming. Sacred Sites and Land, Fauna, and Flora Protection in China, 1000—2000: An Introduction to

Religious and Local Sources. In 2023 International Symposium on Soil and Ecological Balance 2023土壤與生態平衡國際研討會論文集,
tbc. Edited by Chiu‑Kui Wang王秋桂. Taipei City: Taipei Medical University.

Han, Chaojian 韓朝建. 2012. Siyuan yu jinshan tizhi: Ming zhongye Wutaishan de fazhan 寺院與禁山體制：明中葉五臺山的開發
(1453–1566). Mingdai yanjiu明代研究 19: 79–119.

Jia, Xixi. 2021. La plantation auspicieuse dans le manuscrit Pelliot 2615. Master’s thesis, EPHE, Paris, France.
Menzies, Nicholas K. 1992. Strategic Space: Exclusion and Inclusion inWildland Policies in Late Imperial China. Modern Asian Studies

26: 719–33. [CrossRef]
Menzies, Nicholas K. 1994. Forest and Land Management in Imperial China. Basingstoke, New York and Macmillan: St. Martin’s Press.
Meulenbeld, Mark. 2024. Daoism and Landscape: Unruly Landmarks, Punitive Rituals, and Ecology. Journal of Chinese Religions 52:

79–113. [CrossRef]
Miller, Ian M. 2020. Fir and Empire: The Transformation of Forests in Early Modern China. Seattle: University of Washington Press.
Miller, Ian M., and Chris Coggins. 2024. Lines of Fate: Fengshui Forests and the Moral Ecology of Resilience in Subtropical Southern

China. The American Historical Review 129: 1451–73. [CrossRef]
Miller, Ian M., Bradley Camp Davis, Brian Lander, and John S. Lee, eds. 2022. The Cultivated Forest. People and Woodlands in Asian

History. Seattle: University of Washington Press.
Miller, Ian Matthew. 2015. Roots and Branches: Woodland Institutions in South China, 800–1600. Doctoral dissertation, Harvard

University, Cambridge, MA, USA.

http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/
http://buddhistinformatics.dila.edu.tw/fosizhi/search/
https://doi.org/10.1353/late.2010.a408284
https://doi.org/10.1353/late.2020.0005
https://doi.org/10.1353/jcr.2022.0009
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X00010040
https://doi.org/10.1353/jcr.2024.a928801
https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhae470


Religions 2025, 16, 71 18 of 18

Rols, Johan. 2021. Les interdits de destruction de la faune et de la flore de l’Antiquité tardive au haut Moyen‑Âge chinois. Ph.D.
dissertation, EPHE, Paris, France.

Rols, Johan. Forthcoming. Entre culte et ressource, pourquoi les cyprès des Han ont‑ils été préservés?
Rots, Aike P. 2017. Shinto, Nature and Ideology in Contemporary Japan: Making Sacred Forests. London: Bloomsbury Publishing.
Schipper, Kristofer. 2001. Daoist Ecology: The Inner Transformation. A Study of the Precepts of the Early Daoist Ecclesia. In Daoism

and Ecology: Ways Within a Cosmic Landscape. Edited by Norman J. Girardot, James Miller and Xiaogan Liu. Cambridge, MA:
Center for the Study of World Religions, pp. 79–93.

Serruys, Henry. 1974. Mongol ‘Qoriг’: Reservation. Mongolian Studies 1: 76–91.
Zhang, Meng. 2021. Timber and Forestry in Qing China: Sustaining the Market. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual au‑
thor(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


	Introduction 
	Definitions 
	Type 1: Imperial Parks 
	Type 2: Sacred Sites: Graves and Temples 
	Type 3: Military Exclusion Zones (Or Security Zones) 
	Type 4: Sacred Groves and Fengshui Forests 
	Type 5: Local Regulations on the Use of Commons 
	Conclusion: The Place of Religious Interventions in Jinshan Zones 
	Primary Sources
	Secondary Sources

