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Burial Impeding and Tomb Numbering: A First
Look at Variations in the Hakka Burial Ground
Culture at Liudui

Yung-Ming Chang®” Chun-Chun Cheng®

Abstract

The Hakka people always pay attention to feng shui, especially in their burial
customs. In the past, there were many examples where the deceased lay in the coffin
at home for many days until an auspicious plot of land was picked for burial. Based
on their views for peaceful burials, the Hakka people had maintained completeness of
the feng shui and topography of the area surrounding their ancestral graves or
satisfied their self-interest through various means of occupying land by creating
earthen mounds. These customs became cultural variations in Chinese burial ground
history. “Burial impeding” was one of the methods funeral service providers or related
parties used in the past to obtain profit by feigning that the burial ground was waiting
for a higher bidder. “Tomb numbering”, which involves creating earthen mounds on
the area near the grave land and assigning numbers to the mounds as if they were
tombs, was one of the approaches grave land owners’ offspring used to prevent others
from occupying the land near their ancestral graves. Even though people were
familiar with the custom of “tomb numbering”, people were wary of mentioning it.
Thus, most related studies focused on the “burial impeding” in the commercialized
burial ground, and “tomb numbering” was rarely discussed. I have conducted field
observations and interviews, and completed a systematic research analysis, in a bid to

write a new page in the book of Taiwan’s burial ground cultural history.

This article, which looks at the custom of “tomb numbering” as referred to in
Shiku Yizheng (Grottos as a Sign), has analyzed the types and actual significance of
“burial impeding” and “tomb numbering” in the Liudui Hakka public graveyard from

the perspectives of tomb artisans’ oral accounts, field examples, and folklore. Modern

7 Master, Graduate Institute of Hakka Cultural Industry, National Pingtung University of Science and
Technology

% Distinguished Professor, Graduate Institute of Hakka Cultural Industry, National Pingtung
University of Science and Technology
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reforms of funeral services have caused “burial impeding” to disappear almost
completely. Based on the oral accounts of tomb artisans and the local elders, this
study tries to reconstruct the local collective memory. “Tomb numbering” put top
emphasis on the view from the ancestral tombstone, and its main type of tomb was the
“gu’lo’tai ngin” (ancestral lords)”. It was made to prevent the tombs of other families
from intruding and occupying the grave land in question. This custom aligns with the
innermost interests of feng shui for families, and its tomb-building method was also
derived from the assumption that tombs should resemble houses. Apparently, in the
process of immigration, reclamation and settlement, the Hakka people at Liudui had

implemented their self-defense awareness in their burial ground culture.

Keywords: Liudui Hakka, Burial impeding, tomb numbering, gu'lo tai ngin”,

feng shui
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