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On the Grounds and Implications of the Worship of
Past Emperors in Medieval China

Yifang Liao
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

In imperial China, emperors in power worshiped their counterparts from previous
dynasties along with the worship to the Heaven, royal ancestors, and Confucius. The
worship of past emperors (xiandai diwang jisi) constituted one of the most important
cults in the imperial courts. According to traditional Chinese political theory, the
founding emperor of every dynasty was able to found the dynasty through military
conquest due to the mandate of Heaven. The succeeding emperors in the dynasty
offered worships to the Heaven and their royal ancestors who had founded the dynasty,
as the worship pertained to the legitimacy of their sovereignty. On the other hand, the
bygone dynasties not only had lost their mandates of Heaven, but their emperors also
had no blood ties with the dynasty now in power. It is intriguing that this kind of
worship was long practiced in China: according to recent studies, it can be dated back
to the time of the Northern Wei and was institutionalized during the Tang and Song
dynasties. Ming and Qing emperors continued to practice the worship of past emperors
until its abolition in 1912. What were the purposes and concepts behind the worship of
different dynasties? How did this ritual come into being?

In this article, I argue that the development of the worship of past emperors could
be divided into several stages according to their different sites of worships. The first
one began at the time of Emperor Xiaowen of Northern Wei and ended during the
regime of Emperor Xuanzong of Tang. Emperor Xiaowen worshiped emperors from
previous dynasties at their respective capitals while Emperor Xuanzong held this
ceremony at the “nation-founding site” of the respective dynasty. These two kinds of
sites were representative of the dynasties in the past. Therefore, the first stage could be
called the “symbolic sites representative of dynasties.”

This paper not only analyses the choices of the different worship sites of the
Northern Wei and Tang, but also scrutinizes the purposes and concepts behind the

worship, particularly the meaning of the “nation-founding site.” In fact, the “nation-
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founding site” was associated with the founding emperor of the dynasty. The choice of
this kind of sites reflected the emphasis on the real deeds and achievements of the
emperors, rather than the supernatural mandate of Heaven. Analyzing these topics will

certainly allow us to have more insights on the kingship in imperial China.

Keywords: xiandai diwang jisi (worship of past emperors), political ancestors,

kingship, genealogy of governance, institutional history
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