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The Chinese Prose Poem is a well-crafted, critical, and interpretive analysis of Lu 
Xun’s Wild Grass (Yecao). In addition to standing as its own critical interpretation, 
The Chinese Prose Poem is also a well annotated bibliographical reference for 
interpretations of Lu Xun’s prose poem collection. Nicholas A. Kaldis draws 
convincingly on the literary interpretive strategy of Walter A. Davis and is 
informed by Freudian psychology and Nietzschean symbolism (an interest of Lu 
Xun’s), which the author weaves into his close readings of Lu Xun’s prose poems 
themselves.  

The book is divided into an introduction and four chapters, each of which is 
extensively annotated. Chapter 1 is “Abreaction through Artistic Mediation: An 
Introduction to Lu Xun’s Aesthetic Praxis.” This chapter sets up a theoretical basis 
for Kaldis’ reading of Lu Xun’s work. “Abreaction” is a Freudian term, akin to 
catharsis without resolution of a struggle or trauma, and emphasizes the release of a 
repressed emotion. Kaldis demonstrates abreaction through a close reading of Lu 
Xun’s famous “Preface to Outcry,” Lu Xun’s first collection of short stories. The 
idea of abreaction in Lu Xun’s writing process operates as follows: forgetting, 
intentional reminiscing, and unintentional return to unwelcome emotions and 
memories. Psychoanalytic theory applied to Lu Xun’s writing fits his “mission” of 
curing the spiritual illness of the Chinese reader through engagement in his 
literature.  

Chapter 2, “Lived and Literary Existence: Reinterpreting Lu Xun’s Yecao 
Period,” “explores the Nietzschean-Existentialist worldview found in a variety of 
Lu Xun’s writings across his career”(p. 3), starting with an analysis of the impact of 
modern events on the Chinese intellectual’s psyche. This chapter sets up the 
“bleak” historical context for Lu Xun’s thoughts and psychological state to which 
Kaldis will later refer in close readings of the Yecao works. The author examines 
Nietzschean-Existentialist worldview in Lu Xun and describes Lu Xun’s work as a 
productive type of negativity, a Nietzschean “pessimism of strength.” Personal and 
social historical context situate the complexity of Lu Xun’s mentality: family 
conflict, the end of WWI, warlord battles of 1924, financial panic, Lu Xun’s 
polemics with conservative critics, the death of his student in demonstrations, and 
so on. Kaldis’ review of Lu Xun’s literature vis-à-vis Nietzsche, and the idea that 
Lu Xun is mercilessly self-critical, and aware of his own susceptibility to 
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self-numbing is compelling. The author deftly juggles the contending strains of 
semiotic, psychoanalytical, philosophical, and literary discourse.  

Chapter 3, “In Search of the Prose Poem”, discusses the generic definition of 
prose poetry in China and the West. Kaldis notes that although the definition was 
still vague, by 1925 there were enough poets writing prose poems to constitute a 
“prose poetry craze in the poetry world” (p. 107). While the prose poem generic 
definition is malleable, the idea includes lyrical subjectivity, “… the creation of an 
atmosphere, a sort of timeless poetic space, neither exactly the past nor necessarily 
futuristic, not wholly recognizable yet far from incomprehensible…” (p. 107). This 
sets the stage for Kaldis’ interesting close readings of Yecao in Chapter 4.   

Chapter 4, “Readings,” makes up the major portion of this book. The 
twenty-three Yecao poems were originally published serially in Lu Xun’s journal, 
Yusi, from December 1924 to July 1927. Kaldis turns here to a close reading of 
Yecao using the compelling and cohesive approach introduced in Chapters 1–3. 
The readings are supported with annotations that prove intriguing reading as the 
author puts his interpretations gamely up against other leading Lu Xun critics. Lu 
Xun’s first prose poem, the “Forward” to Yecao, “sets a mood” for the rest of the 
work and, paradoxically, it “deliberately eschews the language and imagery of 
unwavering commitment to any recognizable political agenda or ideology …. It is 
in fact linked to Lu Xun’s sense of the inadequacy of language in confronting 
traumatic events …” (p. 152). Thus, prose poetry is the appropriate means of 
expression for Lu Xun because it accommodates conundrums and maintains 
complexity, rather than being used to simplify, escape, or overcome difficulties. 
Kaldis ties in previously discussed Freudian and Nietzschean readings of Lu Xun’s 
thinking to demonstrate language and existence in mutual paradox. Analysis of 
these prose poems highlights Lu Xun’s unresolved tensions, language and existence, 
and conflicts between unconscious and conscious. Kaldis plausibly demonstrates 
what Lu Xun could have meant by the idea that his “entire philosophy is contained 
in his Yecao” (p. 1): understanding is experiential and comes through a 
hermeneutics of engagement, “a collaborative act between reader and text to 
incarnate shared knowing” (p. 5). 

One of my favorite readings is of “This Kind of Warrior,” which is interpreted 
as “an allegory for the iconoclastic intellectual-poet who uses creative language to 
destroy his enemies (in textual effigy). His battlefield is ideological discourse, his 
weapon the written word and his enemies are the stifling and debilitating 
ideologies he symbolizes through faceless personification” (p. 246–47). In addition 
to elucidating the allegorical dimensions of this prose poem, Kaldis identifies the 
“rhyme, repetition, alliteration and assonance” as perhaps a “war chant” inspired 
by classical predecessor Qu Yuan (p. 248). Another of the many interesting 
readings includes the “dream poem sequence” of “After Death,” which at one 
point discusses the speaker’s dream-self/corpse who “has dreamt that the flies speak 
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in Classical Chinese” (p. 244–45). 
Finally, Kaldis’ close readings of the Yecao works use ample quotations with 

accompanying Chinese characters (which will be appreciated by Chinese-literate 
readers), discussions of Xun’s linguistic expressions, and his psychological and 
emotional states. The readings are well considered and complex, and Kaldis’ 
analyses and interpretive perspectives are clear and solid, engaging productively 
with Lu Xun’s intentionally difficult embrace of a language of paradox in Yecao.  
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Previous studies of the Creation Society have focused on the literary works 
produced by members of the Creation Society and found their intellectual careers 
disappointingly “polluted” by politics and their works lacking aesthetic value. Yin 
Zhiguang’s study of the Creation Society, however, looks beyond the issue of 
aesthetics and focuses on the Creation Society’s practice of “theoretical struggle” 
and its pioneering role in the history of Chinese Communist Party and Chinese 
revolutionary modernity.  

For Yin, theoretical struggle is the key to understanding the politics of Chinese 
Communist Party and Chinese left-wing culture in the 20th century. Yin argues 
that, for an institutionalized Marxist regime such as the Chinese Communist Party, 
there always lies the danger of indoctrination and dogmatism. What has enabled 
the CCP to maintain its political vitality is its commitment to “theoretical 
struggle,” in which different solutions and plans for modernization are debated, 
discussed, and criticized amidst power conflicts, resulting in changing political 
guidelines within the CCP. Theoretical struggle thus constituted a “key tradition 
in the CCP revolutionary process” and “an essential component of modern 
Chinese politics” throughout the 20th century (p. 3). However, theoretical struggle 
as a form of political practice was ended by Deng Xiaoping’s manifesto of 
“do-not-debate” in the 1980s, paving the way for pragmatic economic reform and 
the formal construction of legal institutions, resulting in what Wang Hui calls 
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