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Author’s Pen-Names 
 
Abstract  Lu Xun is arguably the most prolific user of pseudonyms of all 
writers in the world. The question, then, is why. While the diversity and 
multiplicity of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms defy clear classification, a close 
examination reveals much more than just the erstwhile political justifications for 
anonymity. This article argues that Lu Xun’s pseudonyms, with their rich literary 
allusions, satire, and humour, shed light on his complex character, and 
contributed to his sophisticated writing style. Through the author’s choice of 
pseudonyms, we see the inner workings of his mind, hear a voice of a national 
conscience, and feel his intense—albeit at times ambivalent—emotions. The 
pen-names Lu Xun ingeniously employed constructed his image as a solitary 
thinker and fighter embarked on a long and difficult journey in search of light in 
the darkness. Indeed, not only have the pseudonyms enriched the layered 
significance of his writing, they also have much to tell about Lu Xun both as an 
author and a person: his keen awareness of social and political issues, his deep 
insight into the weakness of the national character, and his passionate concern for 
the nation, as well as his eclectic approach to both classical discourse and 
modern narrative. And as such, these pseudonyms should form an integral part of 
the many queries posed and pondered by Lu Xun studies. 
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Introduction 

 

Lu Xun often used this seal for his own collection
of books, as well as his own writings, which he sent
to his friends. See Lu Xun yiyin 鲁迅遗印 (Seals
left by Lu Xun), Beijing guji chubanshe, 2001, 26. 
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Lu Xun (1881–1936), one of the greatest Chinese writers of the twentieth century, 
was as prolific in his use of pseudonyms as he was as a writer. This article argues 
that the reasons for his use of pseudonyms extend beyond political exigencies 
and the desire for anonymity. These pseudonyms serve as commentary on Lu 
Xun’s life and shed new light on the inner workings of his mind.  

The use of pseudonyms, or noms de plume, has been practiced in literate 
societies across cultures from earliest historical times. A Dictionary of Literary 
Pseudonyms in the English Language1 lists nearly 17,000 pseudonyms (along 
with diminutives and nicknames) for more than 10,500 writers. The survey 
includes writers from the early 17th century to the present day—albeit with a 
strong emphasis on British authors and historians. Hawk’s Authors’ Pseudonyms2 
is more international in scope, listing more than 61,000 pseudonyms used by 
authors. Hawk’s work provides a comprehensive list of modern writers’ 
pseudonyms and includes the pen-names of journalists, columnists, and 
screenwriters.  

The use of pseudonyms has been a common practice among modern Chinese 
authors. Modern Chinese Authors: A List of Pseudonyms 3  lists 2,000 
pseudonyms used by modern Chinese authors who lived and published in the 
twentieth century. Ershi shiji Zhongguo zuojia biming lu (Twentieth-century 
Chinese writers and their pen-names)4 contains 7,429 pen-names for 2,524 
writers, including authors of both literary works and other types of writing, such 
as philosophy.  

Famous writers who are better known by their pseudonyms are too numerous 
to mention: George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans), Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens), 
Lewis Carroll (Charles Lutwidge Dodgson), O. Henry (William Sydney Porter), 
George Sand (Amandine Aurore Lucie Dupin, baronne Dudevant), Voltaire 
(Francois-Marie Arouet), and Lu Xun (Zhou Shuren), to name only a few. In 
terms of the number of pen-names adopted by any given writer, Lu Xun comes in 
at the top of the list—even surpassing his French counterpart Voltaire, who 
published under 137 different pseudonyms.5  

Altogether, Lu Xun used more than 140 pseudonyms,6 among which sixteen 
are one-character names, such as Fei 飞, Zhi 直, Sun 隼; more than 100 are 
two-character names, such as Suoshi 索士, Tangsi 唐俟, Huayu 华圉; and about 
35 are three-character names, such as Sui Luowen 隋洛文, Feng Zhiyu 丰之余, 
and Jia Jiansheng 戛剑生. There are also four-character monikers, such as 
                                                               
1 Terence John Carty ed., A Dictionary of Literary Pseudonyms in the English Language. 
2 Pat Hawk, Authors’ Pseudonyms. 
3 Austin C. W. Shu, Modern Chinese authors: a list of pseudonyms (Available on microfiche). 
4 Zhu Baoliang, Ershi shiji Zhongguo zuojia biming lu. 
5 Tony Joseph, “A Choice of Pseudonyms,” 204. 
6 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 16, 614–18, and Lu Xun nianpu, vol. 4, 464–65. 
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Yanzhi aozhe 宴之敖者 and Zhuguan bingshou 楮冠病寿; and five-character 
names, such as Benliushe tongren 奔流社同人 and Zhuxia huaishuangshe 诸夏

怀霜社. Lu Xun also recruited into service letters of the Latin alphabet—“L,” 
“EL,” or “H.M.” Indeed, few writers in the world can match Lu Xun in terms of 
variety of pseudonyms. 

Common reasons for adopting a pseudonym include an author’s desire to 
remain anonymous, to hide his or her gender, or to conceal collective 
authorship—all intended to hide the identity of the author or authors. In 
Victorian-era Britain, for example, it was not altogether acceptable for women to 
pursue literary careers, so it was common for women writers to assume male 
names: The Brontë sisters published their first poetry collection under the names 
Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell, and Mary Anne Evans has enjoyed long-lasting 
fame as George Eliot. On the other hand, a man writing a romance novel may 
choose to use a typically female name as his pseudonym, as readers of this 
literary genre generally expect the author to be female. Tom Huff, for instance, 
wrote best-selling historical romance novels under the pen-name Jennifer Wilde.7 
Editors and publishers have also been known to favor the use of pseudonyms. In 
some cases, they have been motivated by a preference for unusual names or the 
desire to disguise the fact that the same author wrote multiple articles for the 
same magazine issue.8 Lu Xun mentioned, for instance, that the editor of Xin 
qingnian (New youth) preferred that he use a range of unusual names.9  

Another important reason is, of course, political. Satirists and critics of those 
in power often write under false names to avoid harassment or worse. Lu Xun is 
a case in point. Kuomintang authorities made life very difficult for him: For a 
period of time, he had to flee to avoid being arrested. It is thus a common belief 
that Lu Xun frequently changed his pseudonyms as a way to avoid trouble in the 
years of the White Terror.10  

However, when we examine Lu Xun’s pseudonyms closely, we realize that 
there is much more to it. The White Terror (1927–49) was undeniably the main 
reason that he hid his identity, and fear of political persecution explains why Lu 
                                                               
7 Vickie Britton: “Writing under a pen-name: When should a n Auhor use a pseudonym?” (an 
on-line resource). 
8 For more information on the reasons for pseudonyms, see Howard G. Zaharoff, “A Rose by 
Any Other Name: Pros and Cons of Pseudonyms,” as well as Samuel Halkett’s Preface to the 
Dictionary of Anonymous and Pseudonymous English Literature. 
9 See Lu Xun, “Ah Q zhengzhuan de chengyin” (How did Ah Q come into being?), Lu Xun 
zizhuan, 339. 
10 For example, Lu Xun’s Er xin ji (Two hearts), a collection of 37 zawen (written between 
1930–31), plus a translation piece, was banned soon after its publication in 1932, and 16 of the 
zawen were taken out of the collection by the Kuomingtang censorship. Later, when Hezhong 
shudian published the 16 zawen under the new name of Shiling ji (The Titbits), it was again 
banned. See Lu Xun huazhuan, 140–41. 
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Xun used such a great variety of pen-names (more than 70) during 1933 and 
1934, when the White Terror was at its worst. Nevertheless, many of his 
texts—especially his polemical essays or zawen—which appeared under various 
pen-names during this period were soon included in collections published under 
the name of Lu Xun, so his authorship was not, in fact, concealed for very long. 
For example, Wei ziyou shu (False liberty, 1933)11 collects 43 zawen written in 
1933; Nanqiang beidiao ji (Mixed accents, 1934)12 includes 51 zawen written 
between 1932–33; Huabian wenxue (Fringed literature, 1936)13 consists of 61 
zawen written in 1934; and Ji wai ji (Collection of uncollected works, 1935)14 
contains poems and other pieces left out of the collections published before 1933, 
as well as Nahan (Call to arms), published in 1923, which contains Ah Q and 13 
other stories written between 1918–22. 

We also know that Lu Xun did not invent pen-names randomly, as recounted 
by Xu Guangping:15 “Each time he finished writing an essay, he’d lean back in 
his rattan chair, pondering (a pen-name), and whenever he came up with a name 
he was happy with, he’d share it with people around him….” Therefore, she 
continued, “it is perhaps not without benefit to future men of letters to study the 
author’s particular and unspeakable difficulties, which made him change his 
pseudonyms frequently in order to be heard.”16  

What then, are the implied meanings the author wished to convey? 
An examination of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms demonstrates that his pseudonyms 

are as complex as his personality and writing. Some of them can be explained by 
reference to Lu Xun’s biography. A few of his childhood names, including a 
Buddhist name and student names, later became his pseudonyms, such as Chang 
Geng 长庚, Yu Shan 豫山, Yu Cai 豫才, and Zhou Shuren 周树人, or simply 
Shuren 树人. These names commemorate major moments in the author’s life and 
reference his early education and family life. More importantly, they reveal the 
burgeoning conflict between, on the one hand, traditional values, family 
expectations, and self-aspirations and, on the other, reality, with all its caprice, 
adversity, and hostility—a conflict which was to plague the writer for the rest of 
his life.  

By way of conclusion, I draw attention to one of the goals of this workshop on 
                                                               
11 Published by Beixin shuju. 
12 Published by Tongwen shudian. 
13 Published by Lianhua shuju. 
14 Published by Qunzhong tushu gongsi. 
15 Xu Guangping (1898–1968) was one of Lu Xun’s students at Women’s Normal College 
(Later known as Beijing Normal University for Women), but eventually became Lu Xun’s 
companion for the last 10 years of his life, his common-law wife, and the mother of his only 
son.  
16 See Xu Guangping, Xinwei de jinian. 
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“Living Texts: Rethinking China, Confucianism and the World in the Late Qing 
and Early Republican Eras”: “We seek to treat late Qing texts as ‘living texts’ 
rather than relics of the past or dead objects of intellectual history.” If this goal is 
to be realized then the translation of key texts is necessary if those text are to 
become living texts. Two texts that I would put at the top of such an endeavour 
are Zhang Taiyan’s Qiu shu and Qi wu lun shi. 

 
 

 
 
The diversity and multiplicity of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms defy clear 

classification. This paper attempts to examine the major ways in which Lu Xun 
used pseudonyms and which, in turn, reveal the ideological and emotional 
complexity, sophistication, and paradoxical behavior of the author. He was a 
literary warrior, yet also a willing “ox”;17 he was a bitter satirist as well as a 
light-hearted humorist; he was at once an ardent advocate of modernity and an 
accomplished classical scholar. These paradoxes are perhaps best embodied in 
Lu Xun, his favorite pseudonym. Why did the author favor this pseudonym so 
much? According to Xu Shoushang 许寿裳 (1883–1948), one of Lu Xun’s 
closest friends, apart from the fact that Lu was his mother’s family name, Lu Xun 
gave two more reasons: 1) Zhou and Lu are the two related names for the ancient 
State of Lu 鲁国;18 2) the word Lu 鲁 also implies slow-wittedness, while Xun 
迅  suggests swiftness—the two together indicate both slowness and quick 
action.19 The name perhaps suggests self-mockery, but it certainly embraces a 
paradox: swiftness and slowness. However, the motif paradox is by no means 
confined to this pseudonym. The four themes outlined below construct Lu Xun’s 
rich and complex world, a world of ambiguity and contradiction, in which 
tradition interacted with modernity. Through his choice of pseudonyms, Lu Xun 
constructed his image as a solitary thinker and fighter wandering in search of 
light in the darkness. 

                                                               
17  An image used by the author himself, a vivid reference to his dedication to the 
people—serving people like a docile ox. In one of his letters to Xu Guangping, Lu Xun wrote 
that he was like a cow that only eats grass, but produces milk. See Lu Xun, Xu Guangping, 
Liangdi shu zhenji yuanxin shougao, 124. 
18 “Lu” refers to the ancient state of Lu, where the imperial family was descended from the 
Zhou dynasty. Therefore, more than 2000 years ago, Zhou and Lu belonged to the same family. 
19 Xu Shoushang, “Wangyou Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” Zhiyou de huainian, 28. 

See Lu Xun biming yinpu 鲁迅笔名印谱 (A
Collection of impressions from seals of Lu
Xun’s pseudonyms), Beijing: Xinhua shudian,
1976, 2. 
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A Literary Warrior 

 
 
There is another interpretation of Xun. According to historian Hou Wailu 侯外庐, 
the word Xun can be used to refer to a fierce wolf pup.20 The name thus suggests 
the author’s strong determination to fight against the system that “eats humans,” 
a theme that runs throughout Kuangren riji (A madman’s diary). It is said that 
Xu Guangping agreed with Hou Wailu’s interpretation. Indeed, looking back on 
Lu Xun’s life, he never stopped fighting. 

Bored by the courses offered at Nanjing Naval Academy, Lu Xun transferred 
to the new School of Mines and Railways, attached to the Nanjing Army 
Academy. It was here that he came into close contact with swords and horses, an 
experience that fostered in him a “warrior spirit.” It is possible that he even 
considered joining the proposed Chinese Volunteer Corps to resist the threat of 
Russian invasion. During that time, he had three seals carved (some sources 
suggest that he carved them himself) for his pen-names: Rongma Shusheng 戎马

书生 (a soldier-scholar/a warrior-scholar), Jia Jiansheng 戛剑生 (referring to the 
sound made by a sword clearing its sheath), and Wenzhang Wuwo 文章误我 
(Studies wasting my time). However, according to Zhou Zuoren, only the first of 
the three seals survived.21 All these names reveal his moral courage and desire to 
use his pen as a sword. The fight against society’s dark forces was to become one 
of Lu Xun’s life-long pursuits.  

The year 1902 marked another turning point in Lu Xun’s life; at the age of 21, 
he went to study Japanese at the Kobun Institute in Tokyo. There, he cut off his 
queue in protest against the Qing court and to demonstrate his desire for 
freedom.22 At around this time, he wrote a poem, one of the lines of which reads, 
“I dedicate my blood to the survival of my country” (我以我血荐轩辕).23 This 
line must have meant a great deal to him; he copied it many times throughout his 
life, the last time being in 1931, when he turned 51.24 It was also in Japan that 
                                                               
20 See “The Explanation of animal names,” Er ya: The wolf pup that is fierce is called xun. 
21 See Lu Xun Bowuguan, Lu Xun yiyin, 22. 
22 Xu Shoushang, Zhiyou de huainian, 2–3. 
23 Lu Xun wrote the poem on the back of a photo he sent to Xu Shoushang when he was 
studying at the meidal school in Japan. See Xu Shoushang, Zhiyou de huainian, 10. 
24 Lu Xun, “Zi ti xiaoxiang” (To my own small portrait), Ji wai ji shiyi. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7. 

See Lu Xun yiyin, 22.



The Inner Workings of Lu Xun’s Mind: Behind the Author’s Pen-Names 465 

Lu Xun decided to abandon medicine for literature; he famously realized that 
treating Chinese people’s physical illnesses was not as important or as urgent as 
curing their spiritual illnesses. 

By the time Lu Xun joined the Ministry of Education in Beijing in 1912, he 
had witnessed many political upheavals: the 1911 Revolution led by Dr. Sun 
Yat-sen 孙逸仙  (1866–1925); Yuan Shikai’s 袁世凯  (1859–1916) 1912 
usurpation of power, followed by his eventual self-proclamation as emperor in 
1916; and, finally, the 1917 restoration movement led by the loyalist Qing 
general Zhang Xun 张勋 (1854–1923). All the political turmoil marred Lu 
Xun’s time in the Ministry (1912 to 1926), during which he often felt 
disappointed and lonely. He later referred to this period in his “Nahan zixu” 
(Preface to Call to arms): “Perhaps it is because I have not forgotten the grief of 
my own loneliness that I sometimes call out to encourage those fighters who are 
galloping in loneliness, so that they do not fear to forge ahead.”25  
 

 
 

Many other pen-names adopted by Lu Xun also suggest the meaning of 
forging ahead, such as Xun Xing 迅行, Sun 隼, Lü Sun 旅隼, and Weng Sun 翁
隼—a flying falcon. Falcons can soar high and fly fast, and they attack their prey 
quickly and fiercely.  

After the May Fourth Movement, the united front of the New Culture 
Movement began to disintegrate: Some, such as Hu Shi (1891–1962), moved 
closer to the Northern Warlord government, while others, such as Li Dazhao 李
大钊 (1888–1927), were attracted by Marxist ideas and started to get involved in 
revolutionary activities. Lu Xun subsequently felt that he was left alone on the 
battlefield, “wandering back and forth with a halberd/spear on the shoulder” (荷
戟独彷徨 ), as he described vividly in his poem “Ti Panghuang” (On 
Wandering).26 Hesitant and uncertain, he did not lay down his weapon; instead, 
he tried to find a way out. Later he became more resolute and decided that he 
was not going to hesitate any more.27 His determination and fighting spirit are 
reflected in his pseudonyms, such as You Gang 尤刚 , meaning firm and 
unyielding, a true reflection of Lu Xun’s personality, and Ji Feng 及锋 , 
suggesting sharpness. Indeed, his zawen were as powerful as sharp 
                                                               
25 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 441. 
26 This poem is included in Lu Xun’s Ji wai ji. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7.  
27 See his letter no. 79, in Liangdi shu, 360.  

According to Lu Xun’s diary, this signet was
given to him as a present by his friend Zheng
Zhenduo in 1934. See Lu Xun yiyin, 20. 



Ping Wang 466

daggers—influenced by the spirit of Nietzsche, Lu Xun brandished his “shield 
and battleaxe” to the end of his life. 

Lu Xun was a keen observer of current affairs and commented on almost every 
controversy that arose. Consequently, he very often found himself in conflict 
with others, such as the extreme leftists of the so-called Creation Society, who 
campaigned for a more narrow and prescriptive “proletarian literature.”28 They 
accused Lu Xun of being outdated, of having lost touch, and even called him 
“feudal dregs”; some young people in the Sun Society also joined in on the attack. 
In response, Lu Xun launched a counter-attack, accusing them of playing wicked 
tricks. His bitter verbal exchanges with his opponents are also reflected in his 
pseudonyms, such as Bai Zaixuan 白在宣, indicating an open declaration of war 
against his opponents, and Jing Yizun 敬一尊, suggesting retaliation.  

According to Xu Guangping, Xiao Jiao 晓角—a bugle, or clarion at dawn— 
was the last pen-name Lu Xun used. Lu Xun adopted the name in 1936 for a 
piece he wrote for a fortnightly magazine called Zhongliu (Midstream). Until the 
very end of his life, Lu Xun, the literary warrior, was still trying to awaken 
people, urging them to fight the darkness before the dawn.  

The symbolic associations of darkness and light are also embodied in 
pseudonyms such as You Guang 游光, which means to listen and see in the dark. 
Lu Xun used this pen-name for a series of zawen, including “Ye song” (Ode to 
the night), “Tan bianfu” (Talking about bats), “Qiuye ji you” (Travel log on an 
autumn night), and “Wen chuang qiu meng” (Autumn dreams on a literary bed). 
All of these essays were later included in the zawen collection Zhun feng yue tan 
(Not really talking about wind and the moon)29 under the pen-name of Lü Sun. 

A French term for pseudonym is “nom de guerre.” This originated from a 
practice according to which a soldier, upon enlisting under the flag, would take a 
special surname, which he retained for the length of his army service.30 On a 
metaphorical level, Lu Xun was such a soldier. As he described in one of his 
letters, he fought bravely in face of danger: “Lately a Chinese-style Fascism has 
become rampant: among my friends, one has disappeared, one has already been 
assassinated, and it is possible that more will be assassinated. However, I am still 
                                                               
28 However, later in his life Lu Xun became an advocate of proletarian literature and was even 
upset when the League of Left-Wing Writers was dissolved in 1935–36 as part of an effort to 
build a united cultural front to resist Japan. 
29 On May 25, 1933, the editor of Shanghai’s Shen Bao-ziyou tan under pressure from the 
government, put a notice in the paper “calling on all the great writers to write about the wind and 
moon”; that is, he was soliciting pieces about romantic affairs instead of politically themed 
works. Therefore, Lu Xun referred to this incident in the title for his collection, suggesting, by 
adding the word “zhun,” that what he had written might not really be about the “wind” and 
“moon.” Zhun feng yue tan was published by Lianhua shuju, but in the name of Xingzhong 
shuju in 1934.  
30 Tony Joseph, “A Choice of Pseudonyms,” 204–6. 
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alive, and, as long as I’m alive, I will take up my pen to fight against their 
guns.”31 Indeed, Lu Xun used many noms de guerres during his life-long battle: 
from the earlier 戎马书生 (a soldier-scholar / a warrior-scholar) and 戛剑生 
(sound made by a sword clearing its sheath) to 旅隼 (a flying falcon) and 锋 

(sharp point) and, finally, 晓 角  (clarion at dawn). These pseudonyms 
contributed to the discursive force of his writing and trace the long trajectory of 
his career as a literary warrior, a journey during which the soldier was not only 
fighting against the dark forces in society, but also was in constant conflict with 
himself, as can be seen in the self-punishing and self-destructive visions 
expressed in his prose poems collected in Yecao (Wild grass, 1927).  

The People’s Ox 

 

 
 
Lu Xun was not just a relentless fighter, however. He was also a man of intense 
emotions who cared deeply about the fate of his people and country. His poem 
“Da ke qiao” (In answer to a gibe from a guest) epitomizes the inner compassion 
that lay beneath his grave external appearance. As the title suggests, the poem 
was written in response to some criticism he received alleging that he spoiled his 
son Haiying: “Must a true man be unfeeling and cold?/Cannot a doting father be 
a hero untold?/Know you not that tigers, whose mighty roar winds send,/Often 
take a backward glance for their cubs to fend?”).32 This poem, conjuring up the 
vivid image of a fearless tiger’s instinctive love for its cubs, reminds us of 
another of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms: Runiu 孺牛 (serve as an ox for the children), 
an image he used in the antithetical couplet of another of his poem: “Eyes 
askance, I cast a cold glance at the thousand pointing fingers: /But bowing my 
head, I gladly agree, an ox for the children to be.”33 Not only was Lu Xun a 
brave fighter against the dark forces, he was also a dutiful son to his people and 
country, for whom he had strong—albeit at times ambivalent—feelings. 

                                                               
31 Shanghai Lu Xun jinianguan, Lu Xun huazhuan, 178. 
32  Translation by Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun: A Study of His 
Classical-Style Verse, 179. 
33 Lu Xun, “Zichao” (Self-parody), translated by Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu 
Xun, 205. 

This signet is taken from Li Yunjing’s 李允经

book Lu Xun biming suojie 鲁迅笔名索解

(Seeking meanings of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms).
Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe, 2006, 149. 
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On the one hand, he sympathized with the unfortunate plight of the Chinese 
people; on the other hand, he could not help but feel disappointed and even 
indignant at their weakness, including their apathy towards the suffering of other 
people. The deeper the love, the higher the expectations and the stronger the 
disappointment; these emotions consequently heightened Lu’s anxiety and 
sharpened his criticism, leading him to make bitterly honest comments on 
virtually all aspects of Chinese institutions, culture, and customs. A trenchant 
social commentator, he made impassioned pleas for reform, which were 
instrumental in guiding China’s path toward progress.  

Lu Xun’s love for the Chinese people is also reflected in his choice of 
pseudonyms. 

One of his earlier pseudonyms was Geng Chen 庚晨, the name of a legendary 
figure Lu Xun must have admired. Gu yue du jing 古岳渎经

34 describes how 
Geng Chen, in order to save the people, helped Emperor Yu 大禹 to control a 
rampant flood. Geng Chen, the people’s hero, thus became an inspiration for Lu 
Xun.  

Out of love for the people, Lu Xun attacked the obscurantist policy of 
Kuomintang reactionaries. He adopted two pseudonyms, Yu Ming 虞明 and Yu 
Ming 余铭, both of which are loosely homophonous with yumin 愚民, “to keep 
the people in ignorance.” Lu Xun was very sympathetic towards progressive 
student movements. After the March 18th, 1926 massacre in Beijing, Lu Xun 
wrote his famous piece “Jinian Liu Hezhen jun” (In memory of Miss Liu 
Hezhen). He was furious about the Kuomintang’s arrest and subsequent 
executions of Rou Shi 柔石 (1902–31) in 1931 and Qu Qiubai 瞿秋白 

(1899–1935) in 1934. These tragic events irrevocably committed Lu Xun to war 
against the Kuomintang. In the last decade of his life, it is clear that Lu Xun 
came to support the Chinese Communist Party in its fight against the 
Kuomintang. Lu Xun held the Chinese Communist Party in high regard, and, in 
February 1936, upon the successful conclusion of the Long March, he even sent 
a telegram to the Central Committee, which ends with the line, “on you rest the 
hopes of China and mankind.”35 

Lu Xun’s respect for those who shared his beliefs and ideals was best 
embodied in his pseudonym Zhuxia Huaishuangshe 诸夏怀霜社, which is based 
on Qu Qiubai’s original name, Shuang 霜 . Lu Xun’s adoption of this 
five-character pen-name, therefore, was intended to signify that the Chinese 
people cherished the memory of Qu Qiubai. Lu Xun considered Qu his bosom 
friend and soul mate and even copied a couplet by Qing seal-cutter and artist He 
Waqin 何瓦琴 and presented it to Qu: 
                                                               
34 Gu yue du jing is included in Lu Xun’s Tang Song chuanqi ji. 
35 For more information about Lu Xun’s attitudes towards Mao’s Red Army, see Lu Xun 
huazhuan, 171–72. 
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Contend with this one bosom friend in life,  
I’ll always cherish him as another self.36 
人生得一知己足矣，斯世当以同怀视之。 

 
Lu Xun’s love for the people was also manifested in his concern and sympathy 

for the less fortunate: people at the bottom of society, women, and children. 
Indeed, most of his writings were inspired by the suffering of the masses and 
attempted to expose society’s ailments so as to attract attention and spark reform. 
Many of his pseudonyms are suggestive of these concerns. 

Baren 巴人, for instance, is the pen-name he used for Ah Q zhengzhuan (The 
authentic biography of Ah Q), originally serialized in the supplement to Chen 
Bao (The morning herald) from Dec. 1921 to Feb. 1922. Baren was usually used 
to refer to ordinary people at the lower social stratum. The low and vulgar 
associations of the term37 also contribute to the comic effect of the Ah Q pieces, 
which were initially intended to be skits.  

Zhao Lingyi 赵令仪, a very typical female name,38 was adopted by Lu Xun 
for two of his zawen, “Nüren weibi duo shuohuang” (Women do not necessarily 
tell more lies) and “Lun renyankewei” (On gossip being a fearful thing), in which 
Lu Xun spoke for women and attacked the prejudice against them. The latter was 
written about the untimely death of Ruan Lingyu (1910–35), one of the most 
popular movie stars of the time. Lu Xun’s essay suggested that media and 
paparazzi reports were partly responsible for the actress’ suicide. The pen-name 
赵令仪 evoked the story of Zhao Zhaoyi 赵昭仪, a beautiful concubine of 
Emperor Cheng of Han (52–7 B.C.) who died tragically. When her sister Zhao 
Feiyan 赵飞燕 became the favorite consort of the Emperor, Zhao Zhaoyi was 
also summoned to the palace, and the emperor was so infatuated by her that he 
called her body the “land of tender love.” When the emperor died in her bed, she 
was blamed and later committed suicide. The female name, very appropriate for 
the content of these two zawen, reveals Lu Xun’s sympathy for women’s plight, 
which is further expressed in his famous work Zhufu (The new year’s sacrifice), 
which features a long-suffering female protagonist Xianglin Sao. Mi Zizhang 宓
子章, literally, “a silent child’s writing,” is a pseudonym that Lu Xun used for a 
couple of his zawen on children. To Lu Xun, children represent the future, and 
                                                               
36 Ibid., 168.  
37 Lu Xun explained that this pseudonym was taken from the phrase “xia li ba ren,” meaning 
not elegant. Lu Xun, “Ah Q zhengzhuan de chengyin,” Lu Xun zizhuan, 340. 
38 Lu Xun’s use of female pseudonyms merits separate discussion. Most of the writers of Lu 
Xun’s time used pseudonyms to reflect their genders: Man often adopted pen-names that were 
associated with masculinity, while women writers chose names indicating femininity. Some 
women writers whose maiden names seemed more masculine, or neutral, would pick more 
typically feminine names as their pseudonym. For example, Ding Ling (1904–86), one of Lu 
Xun’s contemporaries, wrote under a pseudonym. She had a few other names including Jiang 
Wei, Ding Bingzhi , but Ding Ling was by far her preferred name. 
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his concern for children is epitomized in the last sentence of A Madman’s 
Diary—“save our children” (jiujiu haizi).  

Perhaps no pseudonym reflects more clearly than Suozi 索子 or Suoshi 索士

who Lu Xun really was—a solitary scholar in quest. He started using these 
names in 1902, when he was in Japan, where he was disappointed in the behavior 
of some Chinese expatriates. He was especially disgusted with the lack of 
compassion shown by the Chinese people during the Russo-Japanese War 
(1904–5).39 Unlike many of his compatriots, who preferred to study medicine in 
Tokyo, Lu Xun attended Sendai Medical College, a provincial college, where he 
was the only Chinese student. The names 索子 and 索士 evoke two lines from 
Qu Yuan’s 屈原 (340–278 B.C.) Li sao 离骚 (Lament on encountering sorrow): 
“Alas, long and winding is the road, /I’ll keep seeking to and fro” (路漫漫其修远

兮，吾将上下而求索), which Lu Xun also quoted in his forward to Panghuang 
(Wandering). 40  These two lines describe Lu Xun’s long and often lonely 
spiritual quest, probing deep into the Chinese national character and searching 
for ways to save the nation and people from a deplorable situation. In a 1925 
letter to Xu Guangping, Lu Xun diagnosed three major weaknesses in the 
national character: lack of foresight, cowardice, and greed.41 Yet “what marked 
him out was his severe and unrelenting analysis of the dark side of the Chinese 
character, not—this is the crucial point—in a detached way, dissociating himself 
from this dark side, but just the opposite: painfully probing the recesses of his 
own psyche, as a Chinese himself.”42 

Indeed, the spirit of self-consciousness, a dominant theme in May Fourth 
rhetoric, is also reflected in Lu Xun’s keen awareness of his own writing and the 
controversy it would provoke. As he wrote in his autobiography, “I myself also 
know that in China, my pen is among the sharpest, and my words are sometimes 
also merciless… (This is because) I’ve become awakened, so I cannot help 
writing them….”43  

In addition to the image of the “children’s ox” 孺牛, Lu Xun also employed 
the image of the snake, as evoked by the pen-name Ta/Tuo Yin 它音. Lu Xun 
ingeniously created this name by dropping the insect radical 虫 from the word 
snake 蛇. The vivid—albeit poignant—image of the snake reflects Lu Xun’s 

                                                               
39 Lu Xun recalled a scene he had seen in class, in which a Chinese was executed, but the 
crowd, instead of showing sympathy, seemed to be enjoying the spectacle of seeing the man’s 
head cut off. Lu Xun, “Guanyu Nahan,” Lu Xun quanji, 438. See also “Wo de xiaoshuo” (My 
fiction), Lu Xun zizhuan, 333–37. 
40 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 2, 3. Qu Yuan was one of Lu Xun’s favourite writers; Lu Xun 
even owned a copy of Li sao that had been printed in Japan. See Xu Shoushang’s “Wangyou 
Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” 4–5. 
41 Lu Xun, Xu Guangping, Liangdi shu, 54. 
42 David E. Pollard, The True Story of Lu Xun, 204. 
43 Lu Xun, Chapter 10, Lu Xun zizhuan, 356. 
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strong and lingering love for his nation and people. Lu Xun, born under the sign 
of the snake in the Chinese zodiac, seemed to have a special affinity for this 
reptile. Admiring its tenacity, Lu Xun suggested that true love—whether for food, 
sex, one’s nation, or mankind—should be strong and tenacious like a snake. Lu 
Xun also used this image to indicate his attitude toward his enemies: to be 
perseverant and unflagging, just like a snake.44  

 
 

 
 
Lu Xun’s other pseudonyms, such as Lingfei 令飞 and its variations, were 

intended to inspire people to soar to new heights. This was also the pen-name he 
used for Moluo shi li shuo45 (On the power of Mara Poetry), in which he praised 
the fighting spirit of Romantic Poets, such as George Gordon Byron (1788–1824) 
and Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822) and hinted at his enthusiasm for the 
revolutionary cause against the corrupt Qing court.  

This name also suggests Lu Xun’s expectations and hope. While his keen 
awareness of the weakness of the national character often lead to frustration and 
even anger, Lu Xun never lost hope in his country and people. Even during his 
final lonely and fragile years, he still wrote, “The world will not die with me; 
hope lies in the future.”46 It was not surprising that when Lu Xun, the people’s 
ox, passed away in October 1936, he was lauded as “The Soul of the Nation.” 

A Touch of Humor 

 

 
 

Lu Xun’s pseudonyms also enliven his writing through the use of wordplay; he 
                                                               
44 Lu Xun, Huagai ji. Za gan (Miscellaneous thoughts). Lu Xun quanji, vol. 3. 
45 It was first published in 1908 in installments in Henan, a Tokyo-based patriotic magazine 
run by overseas Chinese students and later included in the author’s zawen collection Fen 
(Grave) in Lu Xun quanji, 77–143. 
46 Lu Xun, Lu Xun zizhuan, 427. 

This signet is taken from Li Yunjing, Lu xun
biming suojie, 29. 

See Lu Xun biming yinpu, 2.
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often employs special terms or names and homophones, as well as breaking 
characters (hanzi) up and using some elements while discarding others. 
Therefore, Lu Xun’s pen-names not only enhance the desired effect of his 
writing—whether light-hearted humor, mocking satire, or bitter irony—but also 
strengthen its meaning, often in a subtle way.  

The pen-name He Jiagan 何家干  literally means, “who did it?” or “who wrote 
it?” Li Yunjing points out that Lu Xun used this pen-name for 24 of his zawen.47 
Most of these zawen were strong attacks on Kuomintang reactionaries, and Lu 
Xun could easily anticipate the reactions of his targets to these essays—they 
would stamp with fury: “Who wrote it?” This pen-name demonstrates the same 
ingenuity as the pen-name “what is his name” adopted by the author of The 
Green-Eyed Monster: A Christmas Lesson.48 

Lu Xun frequently used the pseudonym Sui Luowen 隋洛文. This pen-name is 
another example of Lu Xun’s use of wordplay. In 1930, Lu Xun participated in 
underground activities conducted by the Chinese Communist Party. Therefore, he 
was attacked by the Kuomintang as “a degenerate literary man” (堕落文人) and 
became a wanted man. Lu Xun cleverly played with the word duo 堕, which had 
been used to insult him, turning it into sui 隋. There is no better counterattack to 
an enemy’s provocation than the humor embodied in this pseudonym, from 
which other names were also derived: Luowen 洛文, Le Wen 乐雯, Luo 洛, Le 
Wen 乐文, Le (or Yue) Ben 乐贲, and so on. The pen-name Le (Yue) Ben also 
alludes to the Book of Changes 易经, which will be discussed in more detail in 
the following section. Similarly, in 1931−32, when Lu Xun was groundlessly 
accused of being the “dregs of feudalism” (Fengjian yu nie 封建余孽), he started 
using Fengyu 封余 as his pen-name, an obvious and ironic reference to the 
charges levelled against him. Variations of this pen-name include Feng Yu 丰瑜, 
Tang Fengyu 唐丰瑜, and Feng Zhiyu 丰之瑜. 

Lu Xun used Gonghan 公汗 as his pseudonym for a dozen of his zawen, 
mostly written in 1934, when he was slandered as a “traitor” (hanjian) by people 
trying to cater to his opponents. According to Xu Shiquan 徐诗荃, who was close 
to Lu Xun, this pen name was derived from the phrase “ba yun hanjian” (叭云汉

奸), “the traitor denounced by sycophants.” Indignant at being branded a traitor 
by his opponents, Lu Xun wrote to his friend, “Within a year or two, it will 
immediately be clear who is the traitor.”49 The name Gonghan was formed by 
condensing four characters into two, leaving out one component of each 
character—thus “叭云” becomes “公” and “汉奸” turns into “汗.”50 In addition, 
                                                               
47 Li Yunjing, Lu Xun biming suojie, 134. 
48 Tony Joseph, “A Choice of Pseudonyms,” 206. 
49 See his letter “Zhi Cao Juren xin” (To Cao Juren), June 2, 1934. 
50 See Bao Ziyan, “Shi ‘Gonghan’” (An explanation of the meaning of “Gonghan”), Xin 
wenxue shiliao, Issue 4, 1979. 
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han 汗, literally, “sweat,” was also an accurate and vivid description of the 
circumstances under which Lu Xun wrote these zawen—Lu Xun kept writing 
despite being soaked with sweat in the heat of summertime Shanghai.  

Such wisdom and humor can also be found in the titles Lu Xun gave to his 
zawen collections. Take Qiejie ting zawen (Zawen written in Qiejie Studio) for 
example. Qiejie 且介  was derived from the word zujie 租界 , meaning 
“concession.” At the time, China was a semi-feudal and semi-colonial society, 
and Lu Xun was living near to the foreign concessions area, a neighborhood 
known in Shanghai as a “half concession.” Lu Xun picked half of each of the 
characters in the word zujie 租界 to form a name for his studio—Qiejie ting 且
介亭, which he also used in the title of his book, Qiejie ting zawen, a collection of 
zawen written between 1934 and 1936 and published posthumously in 1937. 

Lu Xun also employed Chinese translations of foreign names as his 
pseudonyms. Both Ge Hede 葛何德 and Dong Jihe 董季荷, for instance, are 
transliterations of Don Quixote (唐·吉诃德). During the heated debate between 
Lu Xun and members of the Creation League and the Sun League, an opponent’s 
article, “请看我们中国的 Don Quixote 的乱舞” (Please take a look at he revelry 
of the Chinese Don Quixote), ridiculed Lu Xun as a Chinese Don Quixote. In 
response, Lu Xun wrote a zawen entitled “中华民国的新‘唐·吉诃德’们” (The 
new Don Quixotes of the Republic of China), in which he commented that, if 
Cervantes’ Don Quixote was ludicrous, the Chinese Don Quixotes were 
despicable.51  

Lu Xun adopted a similar approach in fabricating the pseudonyms Kang Bodu
康伯度 and Ni Shuo’er 倪朔尔. Kang Bodu comes from the Portuguese word 
“comprador,” maiban in Chinese. An article written by one of Lu Xun’s 
opponents and published in the Da Wanbao (The evening paper) insinuated that 
Lu Xun was a comprador, so Lu Xun used Kang Bodau as his pen-name in 
retaliation. Ni Shuo’er comes from Nisul, Lu Xun’s English name, “Lusin,” 
spelled backwards and then transliterated into Chinese.  

Yanzhi Aozhe 宴之敖者 (The one driven out by a Japanese woman at home) 
is another good example of how Lu Xun cunningly played with words to achieve 
special effects. Aozhe 敖者 refers to someone who walks away—in this case, 
someone who is driven away; but by whom? Lu Xun split the character “宴” into 
to its three components: The top is the radical for house or home; the middle part 
means “Japanese,” and the final component is associated with the female gender, 
so that, altogether, Lu Xun used the word to refer to a Japanese woman at home. 
Other variations of this pseudonym include Yan Ao 宴敖 and Aozhe 敖者.  

There has been a great deal of speculation as to what actually happened 
                                                               
51 Li Yunjing, Lu Xun biming suojie, 88. 
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between Lu Xun and his younger brother Zhou Zuoren’s (1885–1967) Japanese 
wife, but one thing is certain: The two brothers, who had been very close (Lu Xun 
had often helped his younger brother and his wife), had a major falling-out in 
1924, after which Lu Xun moved out of the big compound shared by the families 
of the three Zhou brothers. After this, Lu Xun and Zhou Zuoren never reconciled.  

This incident could not have come at a worse time—it occurred in the wake of 
the New Cultural Movement, when Lu Xun was at a low point in his life. The 
rupture in his relationship with his brother threw him yet again into a dark abyss 
of loneliness and despair; he found himself “trudging back and forth in the 
desert.”52 Coincidentally, Lu Xun’s Buddhist name is Changgeng 长庚, while 
Zhou Zuoren’s is Qiming 启明 (or Qimeng 启孟); both are names for the planet 
Venus. Whereas Changgeng 长庚 shines at dusk in the West, Qiming 启明 is 
visible at dawn in the East,53 but the two stars cannot be seen together. That, 
tragically, was also the case with the two brothers.  

Erudition in classical literature 

  
An ardent advocate of the new literature written in baihua, the vernacular 
language (as opposed to wenyanwen, the classical language), Lu Xun was, at the 
same time, an accomplished classical scholar. Although, as a literary reformer, 
Lu Xun was against the “old tunes,” the hackneyed conventions of traditional 
literature that had little relevance for contemporary society,54 he was able to use 
the old tunes to sing new songs. In 1925, a student asked Lu Xun why he wanted 
youngsters to read less classical Chinese and more Western texts, when he 
himself was obviously well versed in classical literature. Responding to this 
challenge, Lu Xun used the metaphor of an overdose to compare his enjoyment 
of classical texts to drinking wine: Like wine, classical texts are harmful in 
excess but fine in moderation.55 Lu Xun did not dismiss the importance of the 
past—rather, he believed that understanding the past was necessary to drawing 
                                                               
52 See his Zi xuan ji “zixu” (Preface to Self-selected works). 
53 “There is the Qiming star in the east, /and Changgen star in the west.” See “Xiaoya” (Little 
elegance airs) in Shijing (Book/Classic of odes/songs).  
54 Lu Xun, “Lao diaozi yijing chang wanle” (The old tune has come to an end), Ji wai ji shiyi. 
Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 321–29. 
55 Lu Xun, “Zhe shi zheme yi ge yisi” (This is what is meant), Ji wai ji shiyi. Lu Xun quanji, 
vol. 7, 274–76. 

According to Lu Xun’s diary, this seal was a present
from his friend Zheng Zhenduo in 1934. See Lu Xun
yiyin, 19.
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correct inferences about the future and bringing about new literary 
developments.56  

This view stemmed from the author’s historical outlook and life philosophy. 
Influenced by Darwinian theory, Lu Xun believed in social change and 
progress.57 However, for Lu Xun, tradition entailed continuity between past, 
present, and future. Therefore, he advocated adopting the present, drawing on the 
past, and establishing the new; he argued that a “new China” could only be 
established by keeping pace with outside forces without losing touch with the 
roots of Chinese culture.58 

Lu Xun’s contributions to traditional Chinese literature are manifold. His 
publications include poems in the traditional styles, stories based on ancient myth 
and fairy tales, and works on the relationship between legend and historical fact, 
such as Gushi xin bian (Old stories retold), as well as annotated classical literary 
texts, most of which were included in the four volumes of Lu Xun jilu guji 
congbian (A collection of classical literary texts annotated by Lu Xun). He also 
wrote books on the history of Chinese literature, such as Zhongguo xiaoshuo shi 
lüe (A brief history of Chinese fiction), Wei Jin Liuchao xiaoshuo (Fiction during 
the period of Wei, Jin and Six-Dynasties), Han wenxueshi gangyao (An outline 
of Han literature), and Tang Song chuanqi ji (A collection of Tang and Song 
romances). 

Lu Xun possessed a profound knowledge of classical Chinese language and 
literature. During the 6 years he spent at the Three Flavor Studio as a young boy, 
he read widely and studied a variety of works, including Shisan jing (The thirteen 
classics).59 When he felt lonely and disappointed with the political situation in 
China when he was working in the Ministry of Education in Beijing, he would 
bury himself in classical texts, available in the ministry libraries,  

As a result, even his most political writings still resonate with the echoes of 
classical literature, representing, as Jon von Kowallis puts it, a “direct indication 
of how strong a grip the aesthetic criteria of the past still held on him.”60 The 
                                                               
56 Lu Xun made this point in his speech “Shanghai wenyi zhi yipie” (A glance at the arts in 
Shanghai), he delivered at the Symposium of Social Sciences in 1931. This speech was 
colleted in Er xin ji in 1932, see Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4.  
57 Lu Xun, “Rende lishi” (The history of man), Fen, in Lu Xun quanji, 8–24.  
58 Lu Xun, “Wenhua pianzhi lun” (On the biased culture), Fen, in Lu Xun quanji, 57. 
59 The “Thirteen Classics” are：the Zhouyi (Book/Classic of changes), the Shangshu (The 
documents), the Shijing (Book/Classic of odes/songs), the Zhouli (Rites of Zhou), the Yili 
(Ceremony & Rites), the Liji (Rites record), the Zuozhuan (Zuo commentary), the Gongyang 
zhuan (Gongyang commentary), the Guliang zhuan (Guliang commentary), the Lunyu 
(Analects), the Xiaojing (Book/Classic of filial piety), the Er ya (This is the earliest Chinese 
dictionary, explaining the meanings of words in ancient books/texts.), as well as Mengzi 
(Mencius). For more information about Lu Xun’s early education, see Lu Xun, Zhao hua xi shi. 
In Lu Xun quanji, vol. 2, 235–350. 
60 Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 41. 
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influence of the past is also palpable in his choice of pseudonyms. Many of his 
pen-names allude to the classics, such as Shijing, Mengzi, and Zhuangzi, as well 
as ancient works of poetry, such as Chuci (Songs of the South). Just as he 
adopted highly stylized classical poetic forms, such as jueju and lüshi, to express 
his feelings and his predicament in modern society, many of his pseudonyms 
allude to ancient texts in such a way as to enhance their resonance within the 
tradition and thus their significance. 

The following are only some examples of Lu Xun’s pseudonyms which reveal 
his erudition in classical literature: Huang Ji 黄棘, Tao Chui 桃椎, Yuan Gen 元
艮, Yue Ben 乐贲, Tang Si 唐俟, Du Deji 杜德机, and Hua Yu 华圉. 

The compound huangji 黄棘 literally refers to a kind of wood used in making 
horse whips. The word alludes to a line from “Bei hui feng” (Grieving at the 
eddying wind) in the Jiu zhang (Nine pieces) of the Chuci.61 Lu Xun frequently 
referred to Qu Yuan. He held him in very high regard and praised his Li sao as 
“the greatest work of all time.”62 

The name Tao Chui 桃椎 alludes to a story recorded in Huangdi shu 黄帝书

(The book of Yellow emperor).63 According to the story, in ancient times there 
were two brothers who had special skills in catching devils. Knowing that devils 
were scared of peach trees, the two brothers would wait for them under peach trees. 
Based on this legend, a popular custom developed, whereby people hung on their 
doors two wooden boards made from peach wood so as to rid themselves of evil. 
These wooden boards are called taochui or taofu 桃符. Similar references may also 
be found in the Zuozhuan and the Hou Han shu (History of the Later Han). These 
pen-names demonstrate Lu Xun’s desire to protect the people from evil. The 
pseudonym Wei Suo 苇索 provides another example. Literally signifying rope 
made of reeds to be hung on both sides of the door to expel evil spirits, weisuo can 
also be used metaphorically to suggest firmness and tenacity.  
 

 
 
The word si 俟 appears in a number of Lu Xun’s pen-names: Si 俟, Tang Si 

                                                               
61 See No. 9 of Jiu zhang, Qu Yuan Jiu zhang jin yi (A modern translation of Qu Yuan’s nine 
pieces). 
62 Lu Xun, “Qu Yuan ji Song Yu” (Qu Yuan and Song Yu), Han wenxueshi gangyao. In Lu 
Xun quanji, vol. 9. 
63 Huangdi shu is also known as Huangdi si jing (The Four Classics of Yellow Emperor). 
These Four Classics of the Yellow Emperor are very important documents for the research of 
the early history of Chinese philosophy, especially that of the early Han dynasty.  

According to Lu Xun’s diary, this signet was carved
and sent to him as a present by Chen Shizeng in 1916.
See Lu Xun yiyin, 6. 
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唐俟, and Si Tang 俟堂. Tang 唐 refers to China, and si means “to wait,” so 
Tang Si 唐俟 can be interpreted to mean “China waiting for a brighter future.” 
Tang Si seems to have been one of Lu Xun’s favorite pen-names; he used it for 
as many as 25 of his works. 

Si also means “to wait for one’s fate,” as conveyed in Zhongyong: “The noble 
man dwells in equanimity and accepts his lot, whereas the inferior man acts 
recklessly in pursuit of good fortune.”64 In 1924, Lu Xun used the phrase sitang
俟堂 to attack the corruption and nepotism of his work-place, the Ministry of 
Education. The attack was triggered by an incident; at the time, an official 
wanted to replace Lu Xun with one of his own trusted followers. Lu Xun was 
suggesting that he would sit and wait in his office and see what happened. 
Apparently, Lu Xun used this pen-name to show his contempt for xiaoren. The 
few years when Lu Xun worked in the Ministry of Education were marked by 
uncertainty and even helplessness, as later reflected in many of the writings he 
published in Wondering (1926) and Wild Grass (1927).  

Yue Ben 乐贲  was the pen-name Lu Xun used for “Beyond ‘Japanese 
Studies’” and “Introduction to a print exhibition of German Writers.” While ben
贲 can be used to refer to a warrior in classical Chinese, it is also the name of 
one of the 64 hexagrams in Yijing (Book of changes), where its meaning is 
related to “pattern” or “decoration” and can be extended to the arts and 
humanities in general. The name Yue Ben implies finding pleasure in art, a 
sentiment that accords with Lu Xun’s life-long interest in graphic art. When he 
was still a little boy, he was deeply attracted to the illustrations of strange 
creatures in Shanhai jing (The classic of mountains and seas). Lu Xun said that 
the four volumes of Shanhai jing were his earliest and most cherished books.65 
Lu Xun further developed his interest in graphic art during his years at the 
Sanwei shuwu (Three-Flavor Studio).  

Under the pen-name Sanwei Shuwu, Lu Xun published a collection of 
woodcuts by the German artist Käthe Kollwitz. The collection emphasized the 
significance and power of art. Commenting on one of Kollwitz’s woodcuts, 
entitled “Sacrifice” (Xisheng) and published in memory of Rou Shi, Lu Xun 
wrote: “No other power can obstruct art in the service of mankind.”66 Lu Xun 
                                                               
64 The Zhongyong is the longer and more complex of the two chapters (the other being Daxue) 
in the Liji (Rites record), from which Later Zhu Xi (1130–1200) took to join with the Analects 
and Mencius to form the Four Books in Sishu zhangju (The Four Books in chapters and 
sentences). Zhongyong has been variously titled in translation but is probably most familiar in 
English as “the Doctrince of the Means,” dating from Legge’s translation. For more recent 
translation, see Ian Johnston and Wang Ping, Daxue & Zhongyong, 251 & 433.  
65 Lu Xun, Lu Xun zizhuan, 22. 
66 Lu Xun, “Xie zai shenye li” (Written in the small hours of the morning). This article was 
originally written for The Voice of China, an English-language journal published in Shanghai. 
It was included in Qie jie ting zawen mobian, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 6. 
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was involved in the art world as a collector of Chinese and foreign 
works—German prints hung on the walls of his Shanghai home—and he also 
tried his hand at drawing. He greatly contributed to the introduction to China of 
foreign art, especially the work of Japanese and German woodcut artists.67 Many 
young Chinese artists of the time benefited from Lu Xun’s generous support; he 
wrote introductions to their published works and even financed some of their 
publications, including a book entitled Muke licheng (History of the woodcut; 
1934), which he hoped would mark a milestone in the Chinese woodcut.  

Yuangen 元艮 is also the name of a hexagram. Yuan 元 is associated with 
greatness and broadness, as in yuanheng 元亨. Yuangen means to pay attention 
to the broad implications of something, instead of its smaller parts. This might 
that Lu Xun adopted Yuan Gen as a pen-name to criticize scholars, such as Shi 
Zhecun 施蛰存 (1905–2003), who encouraged young people to focus on the 
meanings of specific words in classical texts rather than trying to understand 
their broader significance. Gen 艮 can also be used to refer to a simple and 
unadorned writing style. Lu Xun was suggesting that young people should not 
follow Shi’s advice to look for archaic and pretentious words. 

The meaning of the pseudonym Du Deji 杜德机 is more complicated. It 
alludes to a story found in the chapter “Responding to the Emperors and Kings” 
in the Zhuangzi (庄子·应帝王 ). 68  The first character, du 杜 , means to 
deliberately block or make inaccessible, while de 德 means to give life to or to 
have vitality; together, the characters mean to block others from accessing one’s 
vitality. In other words, Zhuangzi was trying to say that, to best protect oneself, 
one should be unpredictable and inaccessible to others.  

According to the story, Liezi 列子 once told his teacher Huzi 壶子 that there 
was such a marvellous shaman named Ji Xian 季咸, whose prophecies always 
proved true. Huzi, however, said that Ji Xian was able to tell your fortune only 
because you allowed him to do so; if you did not give him access to your true 
self, he would not be able to. To prove his point, Huzi summoned Ji Xian and 
asked him to tell his fortune. Ji Xian told Liezi that his teacher was going to die 
soon, while, in reality, Huzi was alive and well. Ji Xian predicted that Huzi was 
going to die only because Huzi used his special powers to block his own vitality 
and pretend to be on the verge of death. Ji Xian’s prediction was foiled by the 
false appearance adopted by Huzi.  

Lu Xun was well versed in and often alluded to the Zhuangzi.69 The message 
                                                               
67 See his Introduction and additional note to “Jindai muke xuanji” (Selected woodcut works 
of modern times), written in 1929 and included in Ji wai ji shiyi. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7. 
68 “Ying diwang” is the 7th and last chapter of the Inner Chapters of Zhuangzi. 
69 Xu Shoushang agreed with Guo Moruo’s comment, given in his essay “Zhuangzi yu Lu 
Xun” (Zhuangzi and Lu Xun) that Lu Xun possessed an in-depth understanding of Zhuangzi. 
See Xu’s “Wangyou Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” Zhiyou de huainian, 4. 
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embodied in the name Du Deji—not allowing others to know one’s true 
self—was apparently very important to Lu Xun during the White Terror. 
Publishing under pseudonyms was one of the strategies he used to protect 
himself. Allusions to the Zhuangzi can also be found in pen-names such as Qiwu 
lun 齐物论 (On the uniformity of all things), the title of Chapter Two of the 
Zhuangzi.  

The pseudonym Hua Yu 华圉 is even more complex. The meaning of the 
word yu 圉 can also be traced back to the Zhuangzi, which says that all things 
come and go: “Their coming cannot be blocked nor can their going be stopped. 
Therefore it is said: Those who lose themselves in their pursuit of transient things, 
and lose their true nature in seeking what is vulgar, are putting the cart before the 
horse.”70 (《庄子缮性》: 其来不可圉，其去不可止。… 故曰：丧己于物，失性于

俗者，谓之倒置之民。) 
According to Xu Guangping, the name Hua Yu also alludes to a chapter in the 

Mengzi, which says, “A fish stranded, becomes still, and only comes to life again 
and swims away freely when released into the water” (始舍之圉圉焉，少则洋洋

焉，攸然而逝).71 Metaphorically, Lu Xun was also stranded in China as a result 
of the White Terror. In addition, yu 圉 is also homophonous with the word 
“prison” (yu 狱).  

Hua Yu is also homophonous with Huayu 华语, “the Chinese language.” Lu 
Xun was very concerned about the problems posed by the Chinese script in 
efforts to modernize China. While he frequently discussed this issue, his most 
comprehensive treatment of China’s “language problem” is found in the essay 
“Menwai wentan” (“An outsider’s chats about the written language”), 72 
published under the pseudonym Hua Yu. A pun is at work here— as mentioned 
above, Hua Yu can be understood as both “China’s Prison” and “China’s 
Language.” Lu Xun blamed the writing system for China’s backwardness, so 
much so that, just before his death, he even made the radical comment: “If 
Chinese characters are not eradicated, China will perish!”73 

When Lu Xun used the past to disparage the present, he more subtly 
articulated his meaning. For example, the pseudonyms Zhang Chenglu 张承禄 

                                                               
70 “Shang xing” (Cultivating the inborn nature) is one of the Outer Chapters of Zhuangzi. See 
Chapter 16 of Zhuangzi. 
71 This is from Chapter 2 of Mengzi wanzhang zhangju. See Zhu Xi’s Mengzi ji zhu in Sishu 
zhangju jizhu. 
72 “Menwai wentan” first appeared in the “Ziyou tan” (Free discussions) supplement of the 
influential Shanghai newspaper Shen Bao, from August 24 through September1934 under the 
pseudonym Hua Yu. See the entire article in Lu Xun zawen xuan, vol. 2 (written between 
1933–36). 
73 For Lu Xun’s views on the Chinese language—in particular, Chinese characters—see Xu 
Shoushang’s “Wangyou Lu Xun yinxiang ji,” Zhiyou de huainian, 51–52. 
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and Zhang Luru 张禄如 allude to the story of Fan Ju 范睢 in Shi ji (Records of 
the Historian). According to the “Biographies of Fan Ju and Cai Ze” 范睢蔡泽列

传,74 Fan Ju was originally a statesman of Wei, where he was falsely implicated 
in a crime and severely persecuted. Fan Ju escaped death by concealing his true 
identity and changed his name to Zhang Lu. He fled to the State of Qin, where he 
became a minister. Therefore, Lu Xun used the name and its implications to 
attack the White Terror, because of which he had had to conceal his identity.  

 

     
 
Lu Xun was supported both the use of the vernacular language as the literary 

language and Latinization. This was because he believed that these linguistic 
reforms would create a literature that was more easily understood by the masses, 
the vast majority of whom were illiterate. However, this in no way prevented him 
from using allusions, allegories, and imagery derived from classical texts; he also 
utilized the classical tradition in formulating many of his pseudonyms. The 
pseudonyms, which link the present with the past by making the past relevant to 
the present, indeed suggest, to use Jon von Kowallis’ term, a “subtle revolution.”75 
Lu Xun’s allusions to classical works enrich the layered significance of his 
writings on current issues. 

Conclusion 

Lu Xun is known for his prolific use of pseudonyms; some might be less serious, 
others more subtle, but most of them were, nonetheless, well considered and 
carefully chosen. Indeed, the in-depth study of pseudonyms sheds new light on our 
                                                               
74 See Liezhuan 19 of Sima Qian’s Shiji. Lu Xun called Shiji “the historians’ most perfect song, 
a Li sao without the rhyme.” Lu Xun, Han wenxueshi gangyao. Lu Xun quanji, vol. 9. 
75 The term is borrowed from the title of Jon Eugene von Kowallis’ latest book, in which he 
argues that the classical language poetry produced during late Qing and early Republican 
China “could and did serve its writers and their intended readership as a vehicle to articulate a 
complex and sophisticated understanding of as well reaction to the entry of modernity.” See 
The Subtle Revolution: Poets of the “Old Schools” During Late Qing and Early Republican 
China.  

According to Xu Guangping, this signet was
by carved by Lu Xun himself. See Lu Xun
yiyin, 1.
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understanding of Lu Xun. As Lu Xun himself put it, “The pen-names chosen by a 
writer himself naturally give insights into the inner workings of his mind.”76  

The array of pseudonyms cunningly employed by the author reflects a whole 
range of his strong, albeit often conflicting, emotions: an almost fin-de-siècle 
pessimism mingled with hope. This paradox is further suggested, in condensed 
form, by an image from Lu Xun’s poem “Wuti” (Untitled, 1932): “Across a vast 
and frozen land, flowers of spring come bursting forth.”77 This echoes Byron’s 
line, “If Winter is here, will Spring be far behind?” Or, as Lu Xun quoted from 
Hungarian poet Petofi Sandor (1823–49), “The self-delusion in despair is not any 
less than that in hope.”78  

Indeed, the pseudonyms Lu Xun so ingeniously used reflect his ideological 
and emotional complexity, as well as his personality, erudition, and humor. They 
tell us much about Lu Xun both as a writer and a person, and, as such, they 
should form an integral part of the many queries posed and pondered by Lu Xun 
studies.  
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