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Future: The Creation of New Poetry and the New 
Man in Lu Xun’s On the Power of Mara Poetry 
 
Abstract  Focusing on literary tradition and innovation, this paper examines Lu 
Xun’s poetics as represented in his early treatise On the Power of Mara Poetry 
(Moluo shi li shuo). As a leading writer and thinker deeply engaged in the 
dramatic social and cultural transformations taking place in early twentieth- 
century China, Lu Xun was very concerned about how to build up the New Man 
and new society via new literature. Advocating Maratic poets who are full of the 
spirit of revolt and nonconformity, Lu Xun endeavored to disturb and 
reinvigorate Chinese minds by bringing in foreign dynamics and energies based 
upon modern individualism and humanism. At the same time, Lu Xun insisted 
that, while moving toward a bright future, people should constantly consider 
China’s prosperous past. For Lu Xun, tradition was still of great relevance in 
creating and nurturing new poetry, new men, and a new society. To simply lump 
Lu Xun together with pure anti-traditionalists is problematic. Lu Xun is 
commonly seen as an iconoclastic pioneer in modern China; however, I argue 
that Lu Xun demonstrated a dialectical reflection on the relationship between 
tradition and modernity. Actually, Lu Xun envisioned a process by which, 
galvanized by imported Maratic spirit, selected cultural legacies would undergo 
modern reconfiguration and revitalization. 
 
Keywords  Lu Xun, Mara, new poetry, warriors of the spirit, the New Man, 
anti-materialism, grabbism 

Introduction 

In 1934, upon receiving a request from one of his friends to write an essay about 
poetic criticism, Lu Xun, the foremost writer and intellectual in modern Chinese 
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history, responded, “To let me talk about poetry is like asking me to talk about 
astrology. I am annoyed at how to deal with this topic… I myself am really 
unable to compose poetry, so I just threw some thoughts together here.”1 Those 
who are familiar with traditional Chinese virtues know that the Chinese tend to 
be modest and downplay their merits. In respect to poetry, Lu Xun was in fact a 
distinguished poet-critic. Even though he only wrote several poems in vernacular 
Chinese (baihua shi, or New Poetry), Lu Xun produced numerous poems in 
classical form (gudian shi, or Old-style Poetry). Many of his poems, no matter 
whether they were written in new or old form, are of high quality and importance 
in modern Chinese literature.2 Moreover, throughout his writing career, Lu Xun 
produced a large number of poetic comments, many of which were scattered in 
various essays. In addition, there are various poetic treatises in his corpus.3 
Centered upon his early treatise On the Power of Mara Poetry (Moluo shi li 
shuo), 4  this paper delves into Lu Xun’s poetic theory and explores his 
understanding of what constitutes poetry and who can be considered poets, 
especially his view of poetic creativity and originality and its relationship with 
tradition and modernity. Inheriting the age-old conception that poetry should 
express the poet’s will, Lu Xun holds that poetry grows naturally out of every 
individual’s mind, and therefore everyone has the potential to become a poet. Yet 
new poetry is born from the New Man. Poetry’s originality and innovation, Lu 
Xun asserts, lie not just in its artistic form, but more in its content and spiritual 
aspects; hence, the poets whom he appreciates and considers true poets are 
Maratic poets, the “warriors of the spiritual realm” who fight vigorously against 
physical tyrannical power and rule, as well as the mental oppression of obsolete 
notions and corrupt moralities. 

Agitating the Mind: Young Lu Xun’s Notions of Poetry and Poet 

At the close of the Qing era, in 1907, as a Chinese student studying in Japan, the 
young Lu Xun wrote several important theoretical theses in classical Chinese, 
one of which was On the Power of Mara Poetry. The Mara essay begins with a 
note modified from Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra: “He who has searched 
out the ancient wellspring will seek the source of the future, the new wellspring. 
O my brothers, the works of the new life (xinsheng zhi zuo), the surge from the 
                                                               
1 Lu Xun, “Zhi Dou Yinfu,” Lu Xun quanji, vol. 13, 249. 
2 For a systematic study of Lu Xun’s gudian shi, see Jon Eugene Von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu 
Xun: A Study of His Classical-Style Verse. 
3 See Lu Xun, Lu Xun shihua. 
4 I will substitute the full title On the Power of Mara Poetry (Moluo shi li shuo) with “the 
Mara essay” hereafter. 
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depths of the new source, is not far off.”5 Facing the dire national crisis and 
widespread apathy at the end of the Qing era, Lu Xun believed that the ancient 
wellspring of China was running dry and endeavored to bring fresh water home 
from the new spring abroad. Although the essay takes the form of a literary, it has 
much deeper and broader concerns, such as how to “extend the true greatness of 
the native land” (yang zong bang zhi zhen da),6 that is, to invigorate the dying 
national spirit so as to save China from national subjugation and genocide by 
foreign powers. To reach this goal, Lu Xun argues, one must “know oneself and 
know others—awareness comes from careful comparison.” “Taking a nation’s 
spirit forward,” Lu Xun insisted, “depends on how much one knows of the 
world.”7 Lu Xun engaged in deliberate and painful introspection on Chinese 
culture and reality, along with observation of the world, as symbolized by his life 
choice to give up medicine and turn to literature. Thereafter, Lu Xun concluded 
that the most important measure to affect Chinese national salvation was to 
transform the people’s spirit and national character, to turn them into “warriors of 
the spirit” (jingshenjie zhi zhanshi).8 “Once awareness finds its voice, each 
sound strikes the soul, clear, articulate, unlike ordinary sounds.”9 In the eyes of 
Lu Xun, the people who exemplify full self-awareness are, unsurprisingly, the 
Mara poets. 

According to Lu Xun, the term “Mara” (moluo) was borrowed from India and 
refers to a celestial demon (tian mo), or “Satan” in European culture. Contrary to 
the common view, Lu Xun maintained that all human beings possess the blood of 
Satan (mo xue); without the temptation of Satan, human beings could not have 
been created. Therefore, Lu Xun thought that Satan contributed a great deal to 
mankind.10 Originally, the term “Mara” was used as an appellation for the 
English Romanticist poet Lord Byron. Satan (Mara), according to the character 
Cain in Byron’ play Cain: A Mystery, was the very name of the one who spoke 
the truth. Lu Xun could not agree this viewpoint more.11 Lu Xun had great 
respect for Byron and his like and applied the appellation “Mara” to those poets 
“who were committed to resistance, whose purpose was action but who were 
                                                               
5 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 96. Nietzsche’s original version is as follows: “He 
who hath grown wise concerning old origins, lo, he will at last seek after the fountains of the 
future and new origins. —O my brethren, not long will it be until NEW PEOPLES shall arise 
and new fountains shall rush down into new depths.” See http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1998/ 
1998-h/1998-h.htm, accessed on May 2, 2012. 
6 Lu Xun, “Moluo shi li shuo,” 67. 
7 Ibid., “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 99. 
8 Ibid., “Moluo shi li shuo,” 87, 102. 
9 Ibid., “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 99. 
10 Ibid., “Moluo shi li shuo,” 76. 
11 Ibid., 84. Cf. Lord Byron, Cain: A Mystery, Act I. Scene I. line 36. In the original play, Cain 
says: “The snake spoke truth.” 
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little loved by their age.”12 The Mara poet Shelley was even seen as a “madman” 
(kuangren) in his own time.13 In the Mara essay, Lu Xun postulated that kuang 
was “a Nietzschean self-affirmation that provides an essential regenerative 
energy for any thriving civilization”; “kuangren” are none other than talented 
individuals “who contemptuously oppose themselves to a stagnant society and 
whose actions exceed the public’s comprehension.”14 Represented by Byron’s 
works, the Mara poetry is characterized by gripping language and has great 
power to inspire the reader. Obviously, Lu Xun’s essay aimed to advocate 
Romantic poetry in China since Lu Xun believed that it could be used as a 
powerful weapon to dismantle the Old and set up the New in the desolate 
Chinese empire. For Lu Xun, Maratic poetry is true poetry and its writers are true 
poets, providing a much-needed remedy to the corruption of Chinese culture and 
degeneration of the Chinese national character (guomin xing). Precisely because 
of its authenticity, Maratic poetry is new to China, as this desolate empire has, 
for centuries, been suffocated by the deep-rooted insincerity caused by Confucian 
morality.  

Sincerity (cheng) is the most cherished trait that Lu Xun associated with 
poetry;15 hence, he can be said to adhere to the belief attributed to the ancient 
sage-king Shun that poetry expresses will (shi yan zhi). Lu Xun explained the 
origin of poetry at the beginning of his Mara essay: 
 

The ancient imagination had access to the temple of Nature and tacitly 
accorded with all things, communed with them and spoke what could be 
spoken, and that was poetry.16 

 
Ontologically, poetry should be the natural expression of people’s wills, 

unfettered, without any deceit or corruption. But, according to Lu Xun, Shun’s 
definition of poetry has seldom been employed by later Chinese poets because 
Confucian rules were devised to stifle poetic creativity. Poetry was structured to 
manipulate human nature and control emotions, or, in other words, “not to stray” 
(si wu xie). This is equivalent to a promise of liberty under whips and chains. 
                                                               
12 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 99. Concerning the comparative study of Lu Xun 
and Byron, please see Chen Mingshu, “Lu Xun yu Bailun”; Liu Xiangyu and Ma Hailiang, 
“Byronism in Lu Xun.” 
13 Lu Xun, “Moluo shi li shuo,” 85. 
14 Tang Xiaobing, Chinese Modern: The Heroic and the Quotidian, 58. The Shelley style 
“madman” prefigures the protagonist of Lu Xun’s later novel, A Madman’s Dairy (1918). 
15 Lu Xun stated that the Mara poets and the like are those who were enlightened by the voice 
of sincerity (recheng zhi sheng) and embraced that sincerity; and Lu Xun hoped that such 
“warriors of the spirit,” who have a genuine voice (zhicheng zhi sheng), would emerge in 
China. Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 108. 
16 Ibid., 97. 
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Bound by invisible constraints, the genuine voice of the soul could not be heard. 
This situation not merely prevailed in Chinese history due to Confucian morality, 
but also had parallels in Western history, such as 18th century England.17 In order 
to invigorate the people and put an end to national desolation, Lu Xun tried in 
vain to find true poets in China. However, he was disappointed in his search for 
true poets in ancient and contemporary China and had to “seek new voices from 
abroad” (qiu xinsheng yu yibang). Then, where is poetry? Who deserved to the 
title of poet? Not surprisingly, as a result of his political belief in humanism and 
revolutionary democracy, the young Lu Xun maintained that “Poets are those 
who disturb people’s minds (ying ren xin). Every mind harbors poetry.” The 
reason why the works of poets deeply move people is that “everyone harbors the 
poet’s poem.”18 In this sense, everybody is a poet; everybody has beautiful 
poetry in the depths of his/her heart. Very often, the poetry that was cherished in 
people’s hearts but as yet unexpressed would be vocalized by a literary genius, 
who was termed xing jie in the Mara essay. The poets just “gave it words, put 
pick to strings,” and then the mental chords responded. As can be seen, the Mara 
essay reflects the elitist discourse of the time in that it looks to the Nietzschean 
superman and genius to guide culture. However, we can still discern in this same 
essay Lu Xun’s egalitarian undertones in his emphasis on the literary potentiality 
and creativity of common people and the power of their voices. Lu Xun 
enthusiastically praised the patriotic Prussian poet Körner by asserting that 
“Körner’s voice was the voice of all Germans, Körner’s blood was the blood of 
all Germans.”19 However, Lu Xun’s main point here lies elsewhere. He states: 
  

Neither State, nor Emperor, nor bayonet, but the nation’s people beat 
Napoleon. The people all had poetry and thus the poet’s talents; so in the 
end Germany did not perish.20 

 
In fact, as John A. Crespi noted in his reading of the Mara essay, Lu Xun tried 

to imagine a national poetic voice and a nationalist poetic sound; the imagined 
sound of poetry not only agitates people’s minds so as to disrupt their stagnant 
inertia, but also “conveys a new and transformative energy,” one that originates 
from the national interiority as accessed by the individual poet and resonates with 
                                                               
17 Ibid., “Moluo shi li shuo,” 102. 
18 Ibid., “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 102. About the young Lu Xun’s humanism and its 
relation to individualism, see Shumei Shih, The Lure of the Modern: Writing Modernism in 
Semicolonial China, 1917–1937, 80. About the different stances toward humanism between 
the young Lu Xun and the later Lu Xun, see Liu Kang and Tang Xiaobing, Politics, Ideology, 
and Literary Discourse in Modern China: Theoretical Interventions and Cultural Critique. 
19 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 105. 
20 Ibid. 
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a national interiority constituted by a collective of human listeners.21 In Lu 
Xun’s later years, he tended to downplay the role of the so-called genius and 
emphasize the poetic interior of the public as a collective. “Is there really no 
genius? There may be, but we have never seen one and neither has anyone else. 
So judging by the evidence of our eyes and ears we can say there is not.”22 For 
him, genius is more acquired than inborn, and it is of greater importance to have 
a public capable of producing a genius: “Genius is not some freak of nature 
which grows of itself in deep forests or wildernesses, but something brought 
forth and nurtured by a certain type of public. Hence, without such a public there 
will be no genius.”23 In 1930, Lu Xun warned that poets or writers were not 
superior beings, and their work not nobler than any other work.24 In many cases, 
Lu Xun appealed poets to learn from folk literature because it was powerful and 
fresh.25 These kinds of egalitarian opinions expressed by Lu Xun later in his life 
can be traced back to the youthful Mara essay. When commenting on Lord Byron, 
Lu Xun pointed out that, even though Byron was called Mara poet, he was in fact 
human, just like you and I.26 That is to say, since everybody harbors poetry in 
the depths of his heart, everybody could be a Mara poet like Byron, full of the 
spirit of nonconformity and revolt and capable of agitating people’s minds. 

The Warriors of Spirit: The New Poet as the New Man 

Thus, according to Lu Xun, true poets and poetry stir up people’s minds. In the 
Mara essay, in addition to positing this criterion, Lu Xun negatively evaluated the 
main trends that characterized traditional Chinese poetry after the The Three 
Hundred Poems (Shi jing): 
 

Later writing, try as it might, never went beyond this.27 There is no need to 
mention its praise and flattery of the high and mighty; even verse inspired 
by birds and insects, groves and springs, is largely so cramped by invisible 
prisons that it can’t unfold the world’s true beauty, leaving only grief over 
current events and nostalgia for the sages of yore in those dispensable works 
that manage to circulate.28 

                                                               
21 John A. Crespi, Voices in Revolution: Poetry and the Auditory Imagination in Modern 
China, 25, 27. 
22 Lu Xun, “Waiting for a Genius,” Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 2, 95. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., “Thoughts on the League of Left-Wing Writers,” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 3, 
104–5. 
25 Ibid., “A Layman’s Remarks on Writing,” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 4, 122. 
26 Ibid., “Moluo shi li shuo,” 84. 
27 Referring to not-to-stray Confucian morality here. 
28 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 102. 
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The types of literature mentioned by Lu Xun here seem to include most 
literary genres and works by traditional Chinese literati. The literature that 
eulogizes the high and mighty is actually court literature, which was later labeled 
by Lu Xun as langmiao literature, as helpful or idle literature (bangmang or 
bangxian literature). The second type, known as shanlin or eremitic literature in 
Lu Xun’s later terminology, appears on the surface to be non-utilitarian and 
detached from society, but, in most cases, the author’s ultimate goal is return to 
the court system. The third type is represented, to a certain degree, by Qu Yuan, 
the great patriotic poet from Chu during the Warring States period. Although this 
type of literature, expresses the true will of the poet, it falls short of the spirit of 
defiance to an unjust society. Lu Xun argued that Qu Yuan’s works failed to 
stimulate posterity. Therefore, intentionally or unintentionally, these works all the 
ultimately serve to uphold or stabilize the feudalistic establishment based upon 
Confucian notions of hierarchy.29 Lu Xun did not only condemn classical 
Chinese literature, but also criticized all similar literature produced in corrupt 
societies, including 18th century British literature, which, in his opinion, 
whitewashed the hypocritical reality and corrupt religion “through imitations of 
antiquity.”30 In the Mara essay, Lu Xun called for the destruction of old literature 
centered on feudal morality and the establishment of a new type of literature 
based upon modern individualism and humanism. 

The new literature proposed by Lu Xun aimed at agitating people. In the third 
section of the Mara essay, Lu Xun outlined some key features and functions of 
the new poetry that he envisioned. First, he argued that the essence of all art 
should be to “rouse and delight its audience”; it can nurture people’s 
imaginations. Second, it should serve to open one “to the wonder of life and 
allow one to intuit the facts and laws of life, something science is unable to do. 
Now, this ‘wonder’ is the truth of life.”31 Lu Xun agreed with Matthew Arnold’s 
view that “poetry is a criticism of life” and emphasized literature’s educational 
value, which differs from that of common education and can spur people to self- 
awareness, valor and progress. In addition, genuine poetry should not serve as a 
mouthpiece for morality; rather, it should take a non-conformist attitude toward 
social norms. Based on an analysis of the features that Lu Xun stressed, we can 
                                                               
29 Lu Xun’s classification of classical Chinese literature, which he was determined to either 
destroy or reform, reappeared ten years later in Chen Duxiu’s famous modern literary 
manifesto “Wenxue geming lun” (On literary revolution). In this manifesto, Chen Duxiu called 
for the destruction of three types of classical literature: the ornate, sycophantic literature of the 
aristocracy; the stale, pompous classical literature; and the obscure, abstruse eremitic literature. 
See Kirk A. Denton, Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature 1893–1945, 
141. 
30 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 108. 
31 Ibid., 105–6. 
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see that, for him, the innovation and originality of the new poetry relied more on 
its content and spiritual aspects than on the formalist reconfiguration and 
arrangement adopted by the poets, although he believed that form was vital as 
well. Although the Romantic poetry that Lu Xun valorized was characterized by 
many daring formal and linguistic innovations, he seldom touched upon these 
aspects in the Mara essay. Rather, he urged writers of the new poetry not to be 
submissive to traditional social norms so as to lead readers to “the realm of Truth, 
Good, Beauty, Grandeur, Vigor, and Daring” in the modern sense.32 For him, in 
the pursuit of the forceful and vigorous Maratic aesthetic and style, spirit and 
content were more decisive than formalist concerns. 

The criteria laid out by Lu Xun required the new poets first and foremost to be 
“warriors of the spirit” who are proactive and ready to effect revolt. They should 
be men of defiance, launching strong attacks on convention so as to disturb 
people’s minds and transform the social mentality. To become new poets is to 
become new men devoted to individualism and humanism. Besides revolting 
against corrupt Chinese morality, the spirited warriors whom Lu Xun extolled are 
ready to defy anything obstructive to humanity’s spiritual freedom. Unlike some 
later Chinese thinkers who would wholeheartedly embrace almost all Western 
values emphasized by the powerful Westernization movement, the young Lu Xun 
tended, in some sense, to downplay some of the values of Enlightenment and 
modern capitalism. For instance, in the Mara essay, Lu Xun expressed his belief 
that literature, not science, was the true means to disclose the delicate and 
profound truth of life. He argued that the modern world is “so concerned with 
scientific utilitarianism that it has virtually neglected to provide sustenance for 
man’s intellect.”33 Moreover, material gain (shili) appears several times in the 
Mara essay as a derogative term that is contrasted with spirituality.34 Lu Xun’s 
direct target may have been the “foreign affairs cliques” (yangwu pai) that were 
exclusively concerned with the pursuit of profit and deemphasized spiritual 
strength. However, more broadly speaking, this passage also constitutes a 
categorical rejection of modern capitalist materialism (wuzhi zhuyi, or shili zhuyi). 
Significantly, Lu Xun characterized the ideal new poet as one who fought against 
the trendy emphasis on material gain (shili), which is “too wretched to mention 
and causes one to cringe, scrimp, yield, and tremble.”35 The young Lu Xun was 
distrustful modern capitalism’s glorification of material gain and distinguished 
himself from thinkers such as Hu Shi who valorized the slogan of “wholesale 
                                                               
32 Ibid., 103. 
33 William A. Lyell, Lu Hsun’s Vision of Reality, 92. 
34 Lu Xun, “Moluo shi li shuo,” 71, 73, 88, 101. In addition, there are similar expressions with 
Shili in the Mara essay. For example, Lu Xun looked down upon “Mammon’s disciples” 
(chong shi zhi shi) and those who were “devoted to utility” (gongli). Ibid., 73. 
35 Ibid., “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 103. 
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westernization” (quanpan xihua). The anti-materialism (fan wuzhi zhuyi) in the 
Mara essay tallied well with the famous theme of “discarding materialism and 
elevating the spirit” (pou wuzhi er zhang lingming) explored in Lu Xun’s roughly 
contemporaneous essay “On the Extremities of Culture” (wenhua pianzhi lun).36 
The Mara essay, to some extent, suggests Lu Xun’s nascent potentiality to grow 
into a representative writer of anti-modern modernity, a potentiality that is more 
fully developed in his later writings.37 

The Mara poets, such as Byron and Shelley from England, Pushkin and 
Lermontov from Russia, Mickiewicz, Slowacki and Kraszewski from Poland, 
and Petofi Sandor from Hungary, are diverse in many respects but share striking 
similarities. Lu Xun stressed that “each was a vigorous, unflinching defender of 
truth; none turned conformist to please the crowd; they spoke with strength to stir 
new life in their countrymen and make their countries unified and strong.”38 
According to Lu Xun, the new poets, who should be committed to resistance and 
action, should first and foremost be fighters in the spiritual realm. Whenever the 
crowd indulged in corrupt, antiquated social mores and materialism or lapsed 
into apathetic inertia, or even menial slavery, the demonic poets should stand up. 
To Lu Xun, these new poets represented a brand-new type of man who dared to 
agitate people’s minds, breach the stagnant peace, challenge absolute authority, 
and confront social morality and popular opinions. They are new men and 
supermen in the Nietzschean sense. They may be disliked or even suppressed by 
their age, but they are unwilling to bend their wills to cater to the public when the 
crowds strayed from the right path. The Mara poets were new men who dared to 
go against the current. All his life, Lu Xun dreamed of using his caustic yet 
lenient pen to mold this type of new man. Lu Xun’s famous theme of 
“transforming the national character” (gaizao guomin xing), which he 
promulgated in his later writings, is no more than a bold manifestation of his 
unsparing effort to recast and build up the New Man (li ren). In the above- 
                                                               
36 The English word “materialism” can be translated into Chinese as “weiwu zhuyi” and 
“weiwu lun” or as “wuzhi zhuyi” and “shili zhuyi.” In the Mara essay, “shili” means “material 
gain.” Obviously, when Lu Xun insisted on “pou wuzhi er zhang lingming,” he meant to 
discard “wuzhi zhuyi” and “shili zhuyi,” not “weiwu zhuyi” and “weiwu lun.” Zhou Yang, a 
literary theorist in Yan’an, commented on Lu Xun’s early thought in 1941. He quoted from Lu 
Xun’s works to prove that “Lu Xun was condemning not philosophical materialism but rather 
the crass materialism of the late Qing Westernization Clique and the comprador capitalists.” 
See David Holm, “Lu Xun in the Period 1936–49: The Making of a Chinese Gorki,” in Leo 
Ou-fan Lee ed., Lu Xun and His Legacy, 172. 
37 Wang Hui maintains that “Yan Fu, Sun Yat-sen, Zhang Taiyan and Lu Xun all presented 
critiques of modernity while at the same time seeking out the progress of modernity.” In 
addition, “the critiques and reflections on modernity are one of the most important 
characteristics of Chinese modernity.” See Wang Hui, The End of the Revolution: China and 
the Limits of Modernity, 79. 
38 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 107. 
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mentioned essay “On the Extremities of Culture,” Lu Xun explained: 
 

In the competition with other nations we Chinese are plunged into a 
life-and-death struggle. The first thing we must do is build up a new form of 
national character (li ren). When this is accomplished, the other enterprises 
will be well on their way to thriving and developing. The best solution in 
this case is to hold individuality in high regard and to encourage spiritual 
growth (zun gexing er zhang jingshen).39 

 
In order to uplift oppressed human beings suffering under the weight of 

corrupt social norms, the Mara poets had to be models of individuality and 
promote critical spirit. Then, the crowds would follow suit in pursuit of 
individual freedom. Once the people stood up, the old country would be 
transformed into a new state. This is the process that Lu Xun envisaged to 
dismantle the old and establish the new, that is, to create the new man mediated 
by the Mara poets (i.e., the spirited soldiers fighting for individual freedom and 
national independence) and, ultimately, to renew the nation. Obviously, for Lu 
Xun, the virtues embodied in the spirited Maratic-style soldiers are none other 
than the much-needed sources for the Chinese future and constitute new 
wellsprings for the desolate Chinese civilization.  

The Use of Tradition in Creating the New: Moving Forward 
While Looking Back 

In 1925, when asked by a newspaper to offer a list of recommended readings, Lu 
Xun commented, “In my opinion, read as few Chinese books as possible, or even 
no Chinese writings; instead, read as many foreign books as possible.”40 This 
gives us the impression that Lu Xun considered traditional Chinese books to be 
useless or harmful and, instead, favored seeking new cultural outlooks and voices 
abroad. One of the most famous ideas associated with Lu Xun’s general attitude 
towards foreign culture is the concept of “selective appropriation” (nalai zhuyi). 
In his essay “The Take-Over Policy,” written in 1934, Lu Xun instructed readers 
that one should not refuse all foreign things merely because scary things from 
abroad, such as opium, once frightened people. Rather, the correct attitude 
towards foreign culture is to “use our brains, take a broader view, and appropriate 
things ourselves.” He elaborated, 
                                                               
39 Ibid., “Wenhua pianzhi lun” (On the extremities of culture), in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 58. 
Quotation here translated by Wang Keping. See Wang Keping, Spirit of Chinese Poetics, 206. 
40 Ibid., “Qingnian bidu shu” (A bibliography for the young student), in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 3, 
12. 
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We must appropriate things. We must use them, put them aside, or destroy 
them. Only in this way can the master become a new master and the house a 
new house. But we must first be serious, brave, discriminating and unselfish. 
Without appropriating things, we cannot become new men. Without this, art 
and literature can have no renaissance.41 

 
Selective appropriation is Lu Xun’s consistent attitude towards foreign culture, 

even from the last years of the Qing era, when he had just given up medicine and 
taken up literature. Although he had not yet coined the term “selective 
appropriation” at the time that he wrote the Mara essay, this attitude is evident in 
the essay’s introduction of various Romantic Mara poets into China, in the hopes 
of recasting the Chinese national character and building up new national spirit. 
As he stated in the Mara essay, there were a variety of voices from abroad and he 
could not describe them all in detail. He chose Romantic poetry because he 
believed that it could be utilized by Chinese poets as weaponry to free those who 
were enslaved by socio-cultural restrictions, to energize the national spirit, and to 
introduce into China the source of future cultural strength. However, even among 
western schools of Romantic poetry, Lu Xun ignored those poets who did not 
challenge social norms and galvanize people’s minds, such as Robert Southey 
and Walter Scott. 42  Furthermore, a close reading of Lu Xun’s theoretical 
elaboration and application indicates that his “selective appropriation,” applies 
not only to the introduction of foreign culture, but also to native culture. One 
must identify and utilize (“grab onto”) the healthy components of traditional 
culture in shaping and molding new culture. In dealing with the relationship 
between the antitheses of old and new, between tradition and modernity, between 
culture conservation and innovation, the young Lu Xun, in his Mara essay, 
adopted a dialectal approach: 

 
As a nation grows, concern for the past must be rooted in clarity, as if seen 
in a glass brightly: it must progress while constantly looking back, 
advancing on long highways of light with a constant image of the brilliance 
that was, so its newness is renewed daily and its antiquity does not die.43 

 
To carry forward the brilliance of tradition, one must first review the past 

through the lens of foreign cultures, the lens of the Other, because only in 
comparison with foreign cultures can one better understand and discern the 
merits and demerits of his or her native culture. After careful and critical 
                                                               
41 Ibid., “The Take-Over Policy,” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 4, 52–53. 
42 Ibid., “Moluo shi li shuo,” 75. 
43 Ibid., “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 98. 
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evaluation of native traditional culture, the self-conscious “selective appreciator” 
can then individually assess various aspects of that culture: those proven to be 
harmful should be destroyed, those with historical or other potential values 
should be put aside; and some elements should be invoked by the New Man and 
the new society equipped with new ideas. To make transform Chinese culture, 
therefore, “one way is to adopt and develop valuable concepts from foreign 
countries, thus enhancing our own cultural works; and another way is to choose 
from China’s legacy and incorporate new concepts, thus making a refreshing 
change for future works.”44 To conserve a tradition, one must first strive to 
innovate, as “a people unable to reform will not be able to preserve its traditional 
culture.”45 To conserve a tradition does not mean to keep it in static; rather, it 
entails invigorating and enlivening the old, hence leading to new inventions 
forged out of the repertoire of a given culture. Any social transformation always 
involves both cultural discontinuities and continuities, as Lu Xun insightfully 
pointed out: 
 

The new classes and their cultures did not come down from heaven all of a 
sudden. More or less, they originated from the resistance to the old rulers 
and their cultures. That is, they developed from antagonism with the old. 
Therefore, selecting from the old cultures, the new cultures still have their 
cultural continuities.46  

 
To progress while constant looking back is in fact the attitude toward tradition 

typically adopted by Lu Xun. Simply to lump him together with pure 
anti-traditionalists is perhaps problematic. It is true that Lu Xun once advised 
young people not to read Chinese books, or to read as few as possible. However, 
this was merely a forced choice and strategy of struggle that he utilized to fight 
the powerful ideological prison of corrupt Confucianism and the powerlessness 
of young people to discriminate between the advantageous and disadvantageous 
aspects of tradition at the time. In the depths of his heart, Lu Xun by no means 
rejected the entire cultural legacy and all the efforts at cultural restoration or, 
more precisely, cultural reconstruction. In the Mara essay, Lu Xun approved the 
ancient Chinese notion of poetry as a means to express one’s will and expressed 
his appreciation for the classic Three Hundred Poems, which was actually a 
compilation of folk songs. The concept of folk literature as the unmediated voice 
of the soul therefore embodies an organic part of tradition for Lu Xun. In the  
                                                               
44 Ibid., “Muke jicheng xiaoyin” (A brief introduction of “Woodcut Chronicle”), in Lu Xun 
quanji, vol. 6, 50. 
45 Ibid., “Sudden Notions (6),” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 2, 138. 
46 Ibid., “Fushide yu cheng houji” (Postscript to Faust and the City), in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 
373. 
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Mara essay, Lu Xun also exploited various poetic terms and concepts pioneered 
by Liu Xie, the great poetic theorist of the Liang dynasty who composed China’s 
greatest work of literary aesthetics, The Literary Mind and the Carving of 
Dragons (Wenxin diaolong). Lu Xun utilized Liu Xie’s ideas to develop his own 
poetic thoughts. Lu Xun also expressed his admiration for the poetry of the great 
patriotic poet Qu Yuan, who experienced no qualms in giving voice to what his 
forebears feared to say. Lu Xun admired not only to its poetic form, but also, 
more importantly, its essence. The only aspect of Qu’s poetry with which Lu Xun 
expressed dissatisfaction was their lack of the spirit of revolt and challenge. In 
the eighth section of the Mara essay, when commenting on the Polish poet A. 
Mickiewiez’s long poem “Pan Tadeusz,” Lu Xun quoted the author’s description 
of the sound of horn wound by a figure in the poem: “It conveyed the voices of 
both ancient and modern people.”47 In line with this metaphor, Lu Xun may 
have agreed that good and true poetry should be a perfect combination of the old 
and the new, of tradition and modernity, of cultural conservation and innovation. 

Lu Xun did not expend much ink on formalist analysis of poetry when 
composing the Mara essay. This is not to say that Lu Xun did not value form in 
comparison with content and spirit. On the contrary, he relentlessly sought 
formal innovation in his later writings. When Lu Xun’s first collection of stories 
came out in 1923, Mao Dun noted the marvelous innovation and originality of 
these novels: “In the Chinese literary arena, Lu Xun is often the vanguard in 
creating ‘new forms’; of the dozen or more stories in Call to Arms (Nahan), 
almost every one is written in a new form.”48 But in his literary criticism, Lu 
Xun always prioritized content and spirit. On the one hand, good works of art 
should reach a unity and balance between content and form; on the other hand, 
content dictates form, whereas the latter has counteractive values. In his essay On 
the Adoption of Old Forms composed in 1934, Lu Xun agreed that “form and 
content cannot be mechanically separated,” just as “writing cannot be 
mechanically separated from the people.” In approaching oppositional traditional 
literary forms, he suggested that, to accommodate new concepts (content), there 
would be no harm in utilizing traditional forms, thus constituting “the beginning 
of a new, a transformation of the old.” He continued to assert that “when old 
forms are adopted, certain things must be removed while others must be added, 
resulting in a new form, a change.”49 Hence he maintained that it is possible not 
only to put new wine in old bottles, but also to put old wine in new bottles. “Not 
only can old folk-tunes be fitted with new words, but, in these modern youths,  
                                                               
47 Ibid., “Moluo shi li shuo,” 95. 
48 Theodore Hunters, Bringing the World Home: Appropriating the West in Late Qing and 
Early Republican China, 253. 
49 Lu Xun, “On the Adoption of Old Forms,” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 4, 37–40. 
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there may well lurk vestiges of conservatism and obscurantism.”50 “Corrupt 
ideas can be conveyed in the vernacular just as well as in classical Chinese.”51 
Out of these deep dialectical concerns, Lu Xun was disinclined to plain formalist 
poetic writings, which included some poems by Xu Zhimo and Wang Duqing.52 
Significantly, Lu Xun disapproved of the so-called “art for art’s sake.” In the 
Mara essay, Lu Xun claimed that, by reading great literary works, readers 
“naturally make contact with life,” thus enriching their lives.53 What Lu Xun 
valorized was actually “art for life’s sake.” 

Conclusion 

The young Lu Xun considered the Mara poetry, as the new cultural wellspring, a 
source of future. Lu Xun hoped that Chinese readers would learn from the Mara 
poets not merely a new type of literature, but, more importantly, a spirit that 
defies corrupt social moralities and fosters a new way of life based on modern 
individualism and humanism. For Lu Xun, the poets’ spiritual innovation was 
more important than their formal innovation. The prerequisite for becoming a 
new poet is to become a New Man, who has the will and ability to create works 
representing the new life (xinsheng zhizuo). His vision embodies the new poetry, 
on the one hand, and the new societies of the future, on the other. As the new 
poets pilot the cultural transformation utilizing concepts from abroad, new water 
may gush from the old wellspring again, as the undercurrents from the depths 
connect the old and new springs. That is, galvanized by the new wellspring, 
aspects of traditional culture can reconstruct, reform, reinvigorate, resurrect and 
revolutionize themselves. According to the Mara essay, Russia was not an old 
well; rather, it was much more like an underground stream (fuliu) with potential 
vitality, which, in the modern era, surfaced and regained its glory and sublimity 
with the works of great Russian writers such as Gogol.54 In that regard, Lu Xun 
did allegorize China into an ancient wellspring. However, a close reading of the 
Mara essay suggests that, in fact, he did not believe that the old well of China 
would dry up forever, or even that it had dried up at all; rather, it was quite 
possible to find underground streams by digging deeper and deeper.  

Lu Xun reasonably insisted that while moving toward a bright future, people 
should constantly look back towards the prosperous past. For the young Lu Xun, 
                                                               
50 Ibid., “Thinking of the Past: Recalling the End of the Reign of Guangxu,” in Lu Xun: 
Selected Works, vol. 3, 367. 
51 Ibid., “Silent China,” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 2, 330. 
52 About Lu Xun’s critique of Xu Zhimo, see Lu Xun, “Yinyue?’’ (Music?), in Lu Xun quanji, 
vol. 7, 55–57; about Lu Xun’s critique of Wang Duqing, see his “Xianjin de xinwenxue de 
gaiguan” (A general survey of the xurrent new literature), in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4, 138–39. 
53 Lu Xun, “On the Power of Mara Poetry,” 106. 
54 Ibid., 98. 
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tradition was still of great relevance in creating and nurturing new poetry, new 
men and a new society. To some extent, this prefigures Lu Xun’s later belief that 
some admirable “foreign ways” were, in fact, originally possessed by the 
Chinese, though, after centuries of oppression, these virtues “have whittled down 
until we ourselves no longer understand them and have handed them over 
altogether to the foreigners. We must take these virtues back and restore 
them—naturally and after careful selection.”55 This probably explains why many 
people treat Lu Xun as a great patriot, and why Mao Zedong characterized Lu 
Xun as the saint of modern China, just like Confucius is the saint of feudal 
society.56 In his final years, Lu Xun became even more confident in China’s 
future because, since ancient times, China had had “men who worked doggedly 
in silence, men who worked stubbornly at the risk of their lives, who strove to 
save others, who braved death to seek the truth.”57 According to Lu Xun, these 
men, who could only be found underground or at the margins of society, were 
constantly fighting against oppression and exploitation. In some sense, they 
deserved to be regarded as Chinese Maratic warriors, who existed not only in the 
past, but also acted in the present. For Lu Xun, these people, who have to be 
reclaimed from marginality, embody the backbone of China. Lu Xun envisioned 
two great tasks for the New Man: first, to give voice to the sufferings of the 
oppressed, the silent majority, and, second, to spread the voices and glorify the 
deeds of the warriors. These New Men would possess the characteristics of the 
Maratic poets.58 Modeled after both the Western Maratic poets and their Chinese 
counterparts past and present, that is, using tools from both abroad and at home, 
the modernist New Men have to fight both the physical tyranny imposed by 
authority and the mental submissiveness conditioned by corrupt social 
conventions and morality.59 Only when a group of new Chinese men emerge can 
                                                               
55 Lu Xun, “Thoughts on a Child’s Photography,” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 4, 86. 
56 Mao Zedong, Mao Zedong wenji, vol. 2, 43. 
57 Lu Xun, “Have the Chinese Lost Their Self-Confidence?” in Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 4, 
130. 
58 Some critics, such as William Lyell, thought Lu Xun deserved to be celebrated as a Maratic 
poet. See William A. Lyell, Lu Hsun’s Vision of Reality, 239, 247, 312. 
59 Kirk Denton notes that Lu Xun introduced to the Chinese reader “a demonic model for the 
poet (based on Western Romantics like Byron and Shelley) that was essentially alien to the 
tradition.” But, according to Michelle Yeh, there is no lack of imagery of the mad (kuang) poet 
in the classical and modern Chinese traditions, and the “Chinese Romanticism” is by no means 
a purely European or Western-imported affair. Quoted from Maghiel Van Crevel, Chinese 
Poetry in Times of Mind, Mayhem and Money, 107. In the Mara essay, Lu Xun touched upon 
similar ancient Chinese poets. He said: “Since the Han and Jin dynasties, people good at 
writing usually suffered from defamation and slander (due to their weird behavior).” See Lu 
Xun, “Moluo shi li shuo,” 78. It is well known that Lu Xun favored poets from the Wei and Jin 
dynasties, many of whom were seen as mad or semi-mad people by their contemporaries. See 
“Wei-Jin fengdu ji wenzhang yu yao ji jiu zhi guanxi (Wei-Jin demeanor and writings with 
relation to medicine and wine),” in Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 3, 523–53. 
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China stand up among the world powers. Only then, can new water burst forth 
from the ancient wellspring of China and the New People, understood in 
Nietzschean sense, arise. 

In the Mara essay, Lu Xun depreciated both court and eremitic literary trends 
and paid more attention to spiritual, as opposed to formal, innovations. In some 
ways, Lu Xun’s insights emphasize countercurrent and anti-materialism, 
constituting a timely reminder of the limitations of the purely formalist 
innovations that were fashionable in the contemporary literary arena. At the time, 
many artists used a narrow focus on formal innovation to try to detach 
themselves from ongoing social realities. Moreover, this paper has demonstrated 
that, even though the young Lu Xun launched iconoclastic assaults on traditional 
poetry, culture and social morality, a view of Lu Xun as an advocate of a purely 
anti-traditionalist view of the cultural legacy is problematic; on the contrary, he 
proposed a reflective and critical stance of “selective appropriation” towards the 
aesthetic repertoire, which included not only foreign cultures but also traditional 
Chinese forms and content. As one of the representative writers of anti-modern 
modernity, Lu Xun brings into full play the dialectical relationship among the 
contending forces of continuity and discontinuity, past and present, and tradition 
and innovation. 
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