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Copyright on Hell: Cause and Effect in the Printing
of Sutras by Ye Dehui

Liu Yuan-ju*
Abstract

Ye Dehui % ¥ (1864-1927), a self-proclaimed Confucian scholar, was
not so much a thinker as a prominent cultural figure with a keen sense, widely
active in the spheres of cataloguing, publishing and cultural heritage. He once
insisted that “by nature I do not worship Buddha, nor do I understand the
Buddhist scriptures.” However, besides block-printing the Scripture in Forty-two
Chapters Annotated by the Song Emperor Zhenzong + 21 4 = g4+ =
fmlq@ (1905), he also printed other Buddhist hell scriptures, including the
Scripture on the Eighteen Hells {45t 7" V4E 3 (1907), Scripture on the Ghosts
Asking Mulian P332 FAR F} f 58 (HRE (1907), Miscellaneous Buddhist Scriptures
I RS RS (1907), and Scripture on the Retribution of the Hungry Ghosts &
PAIRIERE (1907). In his foreword to the Scripture on the Eighteen Hells, he
emphasizes that the above are all scriptures that predate the Six Dynasties, and
describes in detail the origin of the doctrine of hell, maintaining that “Buddhist
discourse is all stolen from Confucianism.” This seemingly inexplicable claim in
fact reveals interesting facts about his times.

This article takes as its starting point Ye Dehui’s religious practice during
his middle years when he was ill and his family faced hardship, to discuss the

dissemination of Buddhist hell scriptures, the expense of holding religious

* Liu Yuan-ju is a research fellow of the Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy at the

Academia Sinica.
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worship and printing sutras, and their influence on cultural production. With
the nation in turmoil, the impact of Western influence on local authority and the
economy caused the widespread emergence in society of a feeling of living in
a “hell on Earth.” Intellectuals consequently attempted to develop a dialogue
with the Christian doctrine of Heaven and Hell, transforming it into a key term
used in intellectual circles. Ye Dehui followed this trend by adopting the stance
of a Confucian in an attempt to wrestle back from Buddhism ownership of the
“copyright” on the language of hell. Yet what he was in fact challenging was
not Buddhist, and went beyond the revolutionary idea formulated by late-Qing
scholars of “not admiring heaven and not being afraid of hell;” rather, he wanted
to use evidence of the long history of cultural interaction between China and the
rest of the world to illustrate the receptiveness of Chinese culture and warn of the
coming of a new wave of Christian culture from the east.

An illustrious publisher active during the late Qing and early years of
the Republic, Ye Dehui’s background as a Confucian merchant impelled him
to have other considerations beyond printing books, simultaneously pursuing
the biggest possible benefit in the accumulation of merit, texts and funds. He
published scriptures on hell, the hot topic of the times, using old reliable editions
as his source texts, elaborate engraved covers, and inscribed dedications of
famous personalities. His writing style, as demonstrated in his Foreword, can be
characterized as breathing new life into old ideas, and his masterful use of hell-
related literary, historical and artistic allusions added an ancient and unusual

flavor to the common practice of chanting repentance sutras.

Keywords: Ye Dehui 3 ¥, heaven and hell, hell scriptures, publishing

strategy, dissemination of knowledge, cultural conflict and reception



