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The Pilgrim Tax Levy at Mont Tai
during the Ming and Qing Dynasties:
A New Perspective

Chiu, Chung-lin’

Abstract

Mont Tai is an important religious shrine of North China with an
endless stream of pilgrims. Hundreds of thousands pilgrims visit every year.
The number of visitors can even reach eight hundred thousand; hence, plenty
of donations are offered. Around the year of 1467, officials in Tai’an started
to audit the donations to the temple. Afterwards, officials turned this money
into local government revenue; an entrance fee was even collected for
entering the mountain later on. In order to collect the entrance fee, audit the
records, and manage this revenue properly, officials organized a provisional
committee every four months. The officials-in-charge and the district
officials were from outside of Tai’an state, and they were responsible for
supervising the tasks listed above. Furthermore, in order to count and audit
the donations offered to the temple, at the end of April and September every
year, the official-in-charge with newly appointed officials would enter the
temple for an itemized list of silver, copper coins and all kinds of treasures.
Such a systematized scheme was rare in the history of the Ming Dynasty, or
even throughout the entire Chinese history.

Pilgrim tax in Mont Tai was a notable example of the nationalization of

individual donations as well as the centralization of regional tax. Its
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regulations and policies were more comprehensive, and its revenue was also
the highest in value. Starting from 1548, the entrance fee was ordered to be
given to the central government. The amount collected differed every year; it
was around 20,000 to 40,000 silver tael during the 16th century. In the year
of 1580, it reached 52,729.5 tael. The amount reported by the officials started
to decline gradually to as low as 6,000 to 10,000 tael from the 17th century.
According to their rules, two thirds of the total revenue needed to be
relinquished, and approximately 23,000 to 60,000 teal were delivered during
the late Ming Dynasty. Though the visitor numbers had declined during
Emperor Chongzhen’s era (1628-1644), 20,000 tael was still ordered to be
turned in for military expenditures. One third of the total revenue left in
Shandong was used for multiple purposes, including subsidies for seigniors,
wages for government officials, workers compensation, and hosting the
imperial examination. It was also utilized for disaster relief and the
maintenance of temples, walls, the Mont Tai trail, etc.

Since the Chongzhen era, along with the warfare during the early Qing
Dynasty, pilgrim numbers had already declined dramatically due to the North
China bandit incursions. Additionally, because of the rules set by the central
government, which required up to 30,000 teal. In the mid-Emperor Kangxi
era, the collected amount decreased to 21,205 teal. During the Emperor
Yongzheng era, the collected amount again dropped to 6,000 teal, while the
entrance fee stayed unchanged. In terms of total revenue, the Qing dynasty
collected much less than the Ming dynasty. In 1735, right before the
abolishment of the system, the total revenue was around 10,000 teal, while
the amount left for local government was used to sponsor the imperial

examination as its main purpose.

Keywords: Mont Tai, Bixia yuanjun, donation, entrance fee, tax.
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