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House-head and Rotational Abbot Systems:
A Case Study of Huacheng Monastery on
Mount Jiuhua during the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Sisi Wang

Postdoctoral Fellow, Department of History, National University of Singapore

The “house-head” ()7 BH fangtou) system was a prevalent mode of
organization in prominent Buddhist monasteries during the Ming and Qing
dynasties, especially from the mid-Ming onwards. Scholarly assessments
of this system have generally portrayed it as a source of internal
competition within monasteries that undermined public interests and
consequently contributed to the decline of Zen Buddhism. Drawing on
inscriptions, temple gazetteers, and other documents, this article
reexamines the fangtou system through a case study of Huacheng
Monastery on Mount Jiuhua. It argues that the monastic community
effectively utilized the fangtou system during the Ming and Qing periods
and the monks cooperatively managed and benefited from it.

Designated an official Conglin (##£) in the early Ming, the Huacheng
Monastery was inhabited by eminent monks from the great Jinling
monasteries. Among them, the abbot Fuqing and Daotai consolidated the
resources of the two capitals. They made great efforts to restore the Conglin
Monastery system, which led to the creation of a dual institutional
structure, dividing the monastery into East and West sections. By the Wanli
era, the monastery had adopted a rotational abbot system. This involved the
annual selection of abbots from each of the two houses (5 fang) of the
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monastery, one from the East and one from the West. This system allowed
both factions to take charge of public affairs together every year. At the
heart of this collaborative governance model was a three-tiered structure—
monastery, house-head, and dormitory—that organized the monks within a
clan structure. This nested arrangement not only expanded the function of
dormitories as the site evolved into a pilgrimage center, but also ensured
institutional continuity through the rotational abbacy system. The system
illustrates the dynamic interplay between the monastic and lay
communities, and sheds light on the secularization of Chinese Buddhism
during the Ming and Qing periods.

Keywords: two-section institution, house-head system, Mount Jiuhua,
rotational abbot system, secularization



