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Preface 

Years ago, when I began my PhD study comparing English and Chinese 

Baroque at the University of Alberta, I wasn’t really sure how to go about it. I 

would have probably gone the way of Tak-wai Wong and James J.Y. Liu – a 

completely different, even contradictory way. That I did not follow the cliché, I 

owe it to Professor Massimo Verdicchio. As my PhD supervisor, he not only 

steered me on the right path and directed the dissertation from which this book 

comes from, but also made available to me his own work on Li Shangyin and 

the Baroque, and Benedetto Croce’s aesthetics. I have also drawn inspiration 

from his mentor, Paul de Man, whose definition of modernity seems intuitive 

to me. All these readings have served me well in understanding Chinese poetry 

as Baroque rather than literally. I would like to take this opportunity to express 

my sincere gratitude to Professor Verdicchio. My thanks also goes to Professors 

Sathya Rao, Waclaw Osadnik, Raleigh Whitinger, Irene Sywenky, and Carrie 

Smith-Prei for their advice and support. 

In my work, I choose to focus on only three metaphysical poets: John Donne, 

Andrew Marvell, and Richard Crashaw. Accordingly, I have selected three of 

what I think are the most representative Tang “Baroque” poets: Meng Jiao, Li He 

and Li Shangyin. Important poets on both sides, like George Herbert and Henry 

Vaughn for the Metaphysical poets (not to mention other great European 

Baroque poets), and Han Yu and Bai Juyi for the Tang poets are not examined 

in this work. It is my hope to include these poets, and others, in my continuous 

comparative study of the Baroque East and West in the future. 





 

Foreword 
by 

Massimo Verdicchio 
University of Alberta 

I consider it an honor to write the Foreword to Pengfei Wang's Metaphysical 

and Mid-Late Tang Poetry: A Baroque Comparison, as I believe that his 

comparative study on the Baroque is an important critical event. Like all such 

events, it is characterized by misunderstanding, confusion and opposition. 

When we are dealing with the Baroque, and with allegory, which is the main 

characteristic of the baroque, it comes as no surprise. Benedetto Croce 

probably spoke for Dr. Johnson and John Dryden, and to a certain extent, for 

contemporary Chinese critics, when he declared the seventeenth century, the 

century “without poetry” (senza poesia).1 Similarly, Dr. Johnson and Dryden 

refused to acknowledge the intrinsically “baroque” character of the poetry of 

John Donne and Richard Crashaw because it differed from traditional poetry, 

and called it “metaphysical.”2 James J. Y. Liu and Tak-wai Wong, despite 

embracing the Baroque as a style to characterize the poetry of Li Shangyin and 

Meng Jiao, rejected its allegorical character with the result that their 

comparative analysis failed to provide an adequate analysis of the Baroque in 

Mid-Late Tang poetry.3 

We have to be thankful to Georg W. F. Hegel for associating the aesthetic with 

the symbol and for making allegory an unwelcome term in literary criticism, as 

the non-poetic and the non-artistic. However, this is only apparently so, as Paul 

de Man has argued conclusively, demonstrating that for Hegel, the symbol is 

only the name for the aesthetic phenomenon, which cannot exist 

independently of allegory. Croce, following Hegel, also rejected allegory and 

defined it as a form of writing, or a cryptography.4 However, symbol and 

allegory are intrinsically related: where there is symbol there is allegory since 

the symbolic is only the phenomenal manifestation of allegory. For this reason, 

allegory can be understood as the demystification of the symbol which, at the 

level of poetic genre, as Nietzsche saw, defines the Baroque style as the decline 

of traditional symbolic forms in rhetoric, or allegory.5 Croce, nonetheless, 

attempted to curb the deleterious spread of allegory, and the Baroque, by 

confining it to the seventeenth century and denying any further occurrence of 

baroque in other literary periods. His works on aesthetics, and principally La 

Poesia, are attempts to separate symbol from allegory, and to expunge 

allegorical forms from poetic ones, without success.  
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Pengfei Wang's comparative study of English Metaphysical poetry and Mid-

Late Tang poetry is an attempt to make up for these earlier shortcomings, both 

East and West, and restore the Baroque as a legitimate style, and allegory as its 

essential prosaic and non-artistic form. Only then is it possible to fully 

appreciate the baroque character of so-called English Metaphysical poetry, as 

well the apparently difficult and ambivalent poetry of Mid-Late Tang poetry. In 

this brief introduction I will try to place the analysis of Pengfei Wang in 

perspective so that the importance and the implications of his ground-

breaking work can be properly appreciated.  

According to Tak-wai Wong, J. D. Frodsham was the first one to apply the term 

Baroque to Chinese Literature in a lecture in 1968 on “New Perspectives in 

Chinese Literature”6 (Wong 25). Frodsham applied the term to the poetry of 

Han Yü and Meng Jiao, but his contention was not limited to these poets, or to 

the post-Renaissance period of the seventeenth century, but to any “recurring 

historical phenomenon” (quoted in Wong 25). Frodsham, following Nietzsche, 

defined the Baroque as a decline of art into rhetoric and suggested that tropes 

such as catachresis, hyperbole and oxymoron in the poetry of Meng Jiao and 

Lu T’ung might simply be “the decorative overelaboration of a highly 

conscious, skeptical craftsman, the piling-up of calculated surprises and 

effects” (quoted in Wong 26). Frodsham argued that these poets share with their 

Western counterparts a deep concern for the mobility of things, for “Time as a 

creator and destroyer” (quoted in Wong 26). 

Wong, however, felt that Frodsham’s definition of the Baroque was too 

limiting and pejorative, and that his notion of Baroque had to be modified “with 

a more perceptive reading of the text and a more comprehensive 

understanding of the term before it could be applied to the study of Chinese 

literature” (Wong 26). He also extended his critique to James J. Y. Liu’s The Art 

of Chinese Poetry who contended that the poetry of Meng Jiao, Lu T’ung and 

Chia Tao was comparable to English metaphysical poetry in its use of “far-

fetched and elaborately developed comparisons,” and in its tendency towards 

“complexity and ambiguity in imagery and syntax” (Wong 28). Wong also took 

to task Liu’s study on the baroque, The poetry of Li Shang-yin. Ninth-century 

Baroque Chinese Poet.7 Wong claimed that, with the exception of a few 

paragraphs at the end of Liu's study, the issue of the Baroque was “not properly 

posed and adequately explored” (Wong 29). He found Liu's view of the Baroque 

just as restrictive as Frodsham's when he refers to Mid-Late Tang poetry as the 

period comparable to the seventeenth century in Europe, which was “typified 

by tendencies toward the exuberant or the grotesque” (Wong 29). Although 

James Liu was the first to apply the term Baroque to the poetry of Li Shangyin 

and to the Late Tang period, he did not illustrate, according to Wong, the 
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elements of Li's poetry with specific examples which would identify him as a 

Baroque poet, at the same level as European Baroque poets. 

Wong is also critical of Liu’s argument that if Li Shangyin had been a Western 

poet of the seventeenth century, he would have certainly qualified as a Baroque 

poet (See Liu 253). Even though the comparison is appropriate, for Wong it was 

not sufficient to demonstrate the baroque character of Li Shanyin’s poetry. In 

conclusion, Wong resolved that “the term Baroque in Chinese literary studies 

to date needs more critical perspective and analysis” (Wong 62).8 

If Tak-wai Wong may be correct in his criticism of James Liu, his own version 

of the Baroque did not bring us any closer to understanding these poets. While 

Wong differs from Liu in what constitutes baroque poetry, their approach is 

similar and very traditional. This is clear in how they approach translation. For 

James Liu an adequate re-creation of the original entails the literalization of the 

original, insofar as this is possible. His aim as a translator is to favor those who 

cannot read Chinese in the original: “to translate a poem is to try to reproduce 

the verbal structure of the original, so that the reader of the translation will 

respond to it, as far as possible, in the same way that the translator responded 

to the original poem, thereby re-creating, to some extent, what the poet 

originally created” (Liu 34).  

Liu believes that we can make sense of poems “without committing ourselves 

to a definite theory,” but when one translates the choice cannot be naïve since 

it is dictated, inevitably, by the preconceptions of the translator. (Liu 32) This is 

true of the Chinese language, where pronouns and other grammatical elements 

are placed at the discretion of the translator. In addressing these difficulties, Liu 

describes the “eternal dilemma” of the translator to decide between a “literal” 

and “literary” translation. By the term “literary” Liu means figural or allegorical. 

Every translator in deciding whether to translate literally or figuratively “steers 

a dangerous course between the Scylla of dull pedantry and the Charybdis of 

irresponsible dilettantism” (Liu 35). In any case, one should steer clear of the 

“literary” because its “excessive freedom” makes translation not only 

“undesirable, but at times impossible” (Liu 35).  

Liu argues that a poem “can mean more than one thing at the same time, on 

different levels” (Liu 32), which implies that a symbolic reading is to be 

preferred to an allegorical one. The symbolic allows for the possibility of 

different interpretations, while the allegorical involves “definite identification 

of elements in a poem with actual persons and events” (Liu 32). Liu’s definition 

of allegory is somewhat different from Hegel’s and Croce’s, but it amounts to 

the same. In his example, allegory is like personification, an enigma to be 

resolved. Instead of considering a poem as “an autobiographical revelation,” he 

writes, it is better to take each one “dramatically” (Liu 32). This approach 

requires the reconstruction of a dramatic situation that makes sense of a poem 
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in more than one way, without identifying the main characters of the drama. 

He gives the example of Shakespeare’s Dark Lady, whose identity is not 

necessary to understand the dramatic situation of the sonnets. The actual 

agents are not important, what is relevant is the extent to which the poet allows 

us to enter “into the worlds of moral indignation, conjugal affection, and 

paternal love that can afford us some guide to the value of these poems as 

poetry” (Liu 32). In the case of Shakespeare’s “Dark Lady” knowing her identity 

would not add to our understanding and evaluation of the sonnets: “All we need 

is the dramatic situation implicit in the sonnets themselves” (Liu 32). For this 

reason, Liu dismisses the literary, or allegory, as irrelevant and opts in favor of 

a literal or symbolic approach. Yet, if Shakespeare’s Dark Lady, instead of a she, 

turns out to be a “he,” as it has often been suggested, would that not make all 

the difference to a reading of the sonnets?  

Indeed, the navigation between the literal and the literary, or the figural, is 

like navigating between Scylla and Charybdis: almost an impossibility, both for 

the translator and the interpreter. However, doing away with the literary would 

be like getting rid of Scylla or Charybdis, and this is an even greater 

impossibility. The “figural,” or allegorical, is undesirable and impossible 

precisely because it is difficult, if not impossible, to read, unlike the symbolical 

which relies on the literal that makes reading more accessible and enjoyable. 

Liu’s symbolic approach promotes a literal meaning, at many levels, to resolve 

the ambiguity which characterizes, in this case, the poetry of Li Shangyin. 

However, this approach does not bring us closer to understanding Li’s poetry 

or baroque poetry. What makes the comparison possible between Li and poets 

as diverse as Quevedo, Marino, Crashaw, Gryphius or Gόngora, are not the 

“baroque” elements which they may have in common, as Wong suggests, 

(Wong 26) but the allegorical nature of their poetry, or, which is the same, the 

manner in which the apparent symbolic representation of their poetry is 

interrupted or interfered with.   

Pengfei Wang's study takes its starting point from this problematic by 

analyzing Mid-Late Tang poetry as Baroque or allegorical poetry, comparing it 

to English Metaphysical poetry. The comparison is not based on the baroque 

elements, which their poetry may have in common, but on an analysis of their 

poems as allegorical compositions, and by means of a discussion of conceits 

and rhetorical devices. The first chapter analyzes three poems of John Donne, 

Andrew Marvell and Richard Crashaw, emphasizing their baroque 

characteristics. The second chapter does the same with analyses of three 

poems of Meng Jiao, Li He and Li Shangyin. Their similarities and differences 

are the subject of the third chapter, which is a theoretical chapter on Baroque 

conceits. While the second chapter is an original reading of the three Mid-Late 
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Tang poets, the first chapter is an important contribution to the study of 

Donne, Marvell, and Crashaw, as Baroque poets.  

 Mid-Late Tang poetry, which has always been read literally, or symbolically, 

gains a new perspective when read rhetorically or allegorically. Pengfei Wang 

provides for each poem two translations: one literal, the other literary, or 

figural. The difference is clear in the analysis of a true Baroque poet like Meng 

Jiao, but also in Li Shangyin and Li He. The trope of allusion, which 

characterizes much of Li Shangyin’s poetry, is a baroque device meant to 

displace the apparent symbolic character of poetic representation; in Li He, 

instead, the Baroque element is evident in the ironic displacement of ancient 

poetic forms.  

The two poetic schools are discussed in Chapter III. This is the theoretical 

chapter where Pengfei Wang deals with the theories of metaphor of Emanuele 

Tesauro and Matteo Peregrini, which were well-known in seventeenth-century 

Europe, and had an influence on Baroque poetry in Italy and Spain. English 

literary criticism, however, was, and still is, reluctant to adopt these theories or 

to accept poets like Donne, Marvell and Crashaw as Baroque poets. “Baroque” 

is still not an acceptable term since, as I have indicated, it is not just a question 

of labels but of poetics and, reading allegorically. Chapter III also deals with 

Baroque conceits and contrasts their use in both Metaphysical and Mid-Late 

Tang poetry.  

The importance of Pengfei Wang's study for Chinese literature, and for 

literary criticism in general, lies not only in the study of these poets and poems, 

a choice which is necessarily limited by time and space (one hopes that in the 

future the choice will be extended to other poets and poems), but in his 

contribution to Comparative Literary Studies East and West, which began with 

Frodsham, James Liu and Tak-way Wong. There is understandable resistance to 

the Baroque, as there was to Frodsham's early vision of a Chinese literary 

history on the model of Western literary history. This need not be the case. It is 

true that a different periodization of Chinese Literary History could make it 

more comprehensible to a Westerner and it wouldn’t radically alter the way its 

poetry, or literature, is read. However, if we accept Nietzsche's definition of 

Baroque as a poetic style, which can be found in any period and in any country, 

it will be easier to approach Chinese poetry, once we keep in mind that, 

whether Western or Chinese, behind its symbolic façade, it will still be a 

rhetorical or Baroque composition. All poetry, that is, all great poetry, is always 

allegorical, and will always be Baroque poetry. Despite our deepest wish, poetry 

can never be symbolic because, the symbol is only “a veil” that persists for as 

long as we choose to remain blind to the essential prosaic, or allegorical, nature 

of poetry, and art. It is to Pengfei Wang's great merit that this comparative study 

of English Metaphysical and Mid-Late Tang poetry has shown the way to a 
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deeper and more rewarding reading of these great poets and their poetry, both 

East and West, which, it is hoped, will inspire others to follow his lead. 
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Introduction 
 

Toward Redefining Chinese Baroque 
Poetry through Comparison 

Don’t reproach us our lack of clarity  

because this is what we do. (Pascal) 

A comparison between English Metaphysical and Mid-Late Tang poetry is only 

possible if we understand by Baroque a poetic style that occurs in opposition 

to traditional, mimetic or symbolic forms of art. This definition, which comes 

from Nietzsche, describes the Baroque, which is usually associated with the 

plastic arts and the poetry of the seventeenth century, as a style that can occur 

in any period and in any place, whether in England, or Europe, or in China. 

Nietzsche writes that the Baroque style emerges when “any great art starts to 

fade, whenever the demands in the art of classic expression grow too great.”1 

He gives the example of Michelangelo, whom he calls the father or grandfather 

of Italian Baroque, and the artist who broke from the artistic mold of classical 

rules of art. The Baroque style may lack the nobility we confer on the symbol 

and on symbolic representations, nonetheless, it is always to allegory that we 

turn to understand the artistic and the poetic; just as we turn to Baroque poets 

to learn about our modernity, as I hope to show in my discussion of the English 

Metaphysical and Mid-Late Tang poets. The Baroque does not belong solely to 

the seventeenth century in Europe, or ends with it. It is not an artistic style 

which is determined by history or literary history. On the contrary, an historical 

approach, which is always symbolic, entails the repression of allegory, and the 

end of the Baroque. 

The Baroque, when understood as allegory, has not fared too well with literary 

critics or philosophers. Benedetto Croce, the twentieth-century Italian critic 

and philosopher, regarded the Italian seventeenth century as a “century 

without poetry” (un secolo senza poesia)”.2 He denied that the Baroque can be 

found in the work of writers other than the seventeenth century. For Croce, 

Baroque poetry is allegorical poetry and as such, it was neither poetic nor 

artistic, because art is symbolic. Allegory, on the contrary, is non-artistic, anti-

artistic, and should be avoided at all costs. Croce spent a lifetime separating 

symbol from allegory in poetry, but always without success.3 Croce derived his 

concept of allegory from Hegel who, in the Aesthetics identified the artistic with 

the symbol, and allegory with the non-artistic.4 He defined allegory as “frostig 
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und kahl,” (icy and bleak) and dismissed it as “a product of the intellect and not 

of concrete intuition and of the deep feeling of imagination, and lacking 

inherent seriousness, prosaic, and distant from art” (Hegel 501). Following 

Hegel, Croce wrote that “Allegory is not a direct form of spiritual expression, 

only a kind of writing or cryptography” (Croce’s La Poesia 227).5  

In Art criticism, the Baroque is usually confused with Mannerism, an 

exaggeration of form found in the Late Renaissance, however, they are the 

expression of two dominant and opposing artistic styles. The former 

emphasizes unity, the latter vitality and multiplicity. There have been many 

definitions of Baroque. Jorge Luis Borges defined it as “that style that 

deliberately exhausts (or at least tries to) its own possibilities, and that borders 

on self-caricature.”6 Benedetto Croce, in his study on the Baroque mentioned 

above, thought that the term derived from “Barocco,” after the fourth mode of 

the second figure in the nomenclature of syllogisms in Scholasticism. (If A=B 

and some C does not equal B, then some C does not equal A). He also thought 

that the term came from the Portuguese for perrola barroca: a jeweller’s term 

for an irregular shaped or flawed pearl.7 Rene Wellek, despairing of a definition, 

after presenting all possible variations, concluded that “the Baroque has 

provided an aesthetic term which has helped us to understand the literature of 

the time, and which will help us to break the dependence of most literary 

history from periodization derived from political and social history” (Wellek 

97).8  

In England, poets like John Donne, who seemed to stray from accepted and 

traditional poetic forms, were declared non-poetic and prosaic.9 When John 

Dryden read Crashaw and Dr. Johnson read John Donne, they found the poetry 

of these poets distasteful and abstract. They called it “metaphysical” but they 

might as well have called it “Baroque,” as with the rest of Europe. In his Lives of 

the English Poets, Dr. Johnson suggested that metaphysical wit was the result of 

a “discordia concors: a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult 

resemblances in things apparently unlike.”10 John Dryden in “A Discourse of 

the Original and Progress of Satire” (1693) disapproved of John Donne’s wit and 

satire: “Would not Donne's satires, which abound with so much wit, appear 

more charming if he had taken care of his words, and of his numbers? But he 

followed Horace so very close that of necessity he must fall with him. And I may 

safely say it of this present age, that if we were not so great wits as Donne, yet 

certainly we are better poets.”11 They had to wait for T. S. Eliot to counter Dr. 

Johnson’s negative assessment and to recognize their rightful place in the 

history of English poetry, and reinstate them as modern poets.12 However, 

contemporary criticism is still divided as to whether to keep the name 

“metaphysical” or to call them “Baroque” poets, as the rest of the European 

poets of the seventeenth century.13  
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 English scholars have listed the main characteristics of English Metaphysical 

poetry: conceit and emblem, theatricality, antithesis and paradox, quiddity (a 

form of syllogism), contrast between erotic love and religious love and, in 

particular, an opposition to the Renaissance poetic ideal of "ars est celare 

artem.” The latter was also the major aspect that Samuel Johnson found 

objectionable in Baroque poetry that, in his view, perverted the doctrine of “ars 

est celare artem” into its very opposite. However, this was, precisely, the 

distinctive character of Metaphysical or Baroque poets for whom true art is ars 

est praesentare artem, in a radical break from traditional Renaissance poetry, 

and the influence of Petrarch and Petrarchism. However, at stake, in hiding or 

concealing art, is not simply a question of approach but an aesthetic one, of 

symbol or allegory.  

The question of Baroque can be understood as a version of the quarrel 

between the ancients and the moderns, the classical and the modern but the 

differences are not so clear cut.  If the Baroque can be said to be decidedly on 

the side of the ancients, as a seventeenth-century aesthetic which is 

superseded by more modern poetic forms, such as Romanticism and 

Modernism, as an artistic style and not as a historical period, the Baroque is on 

the side of the moderns. The in-between character of the Baroque, which 

situates it both in the past and in the present, is what accounts for the 

complexity of the Baroque but also for its modernity. As Paul de Man has 

defined it, “Modernity exists in the form of a desire to wipe out whatever came 

earlier, in the hope of reaching, at last, a point that could be called a true 

present, a point of origin that marks a new departure. This combined interplay 

of deliberate forgetting with an action that is also an origin reaches the full 

power of the idea of Modernity.”14 In severing itself from the past, the Baroque 

also severs itself from the present. Modernity, explains de Man, confronts us at 

all times with an unsolvable paradox: “Literature exists at the same time in the 

modes of error and truth, it both betrays and obeys its own mode of being” (de 

Man, Blindness and Insight, 163-64). Literature, understood as allegory, or as 

Baroque, partakes of both past and present, as ancient and modern, and, of 

course, as both symbol and allegory. 

The modernity of Baroque, or Baroque literature, or Baroque lyric, is 

characterized by its non-mimetic, non-symbolic form or, simply, by allegory. As 

such, Baroque’s modernity is determined by its distance from a symbolic form, 

from the way it departs and undermines a concept of art as symbol. As allegory, 

the Baroque undermines and obscures the specific literal meaning of a 

representation open to (symbolic) understanding. On the other hand, allegory 

contains a representational, or symbolic, element that allows for 

understanding but only in order to show that the understanding it reaches is 

necessarily in error. Since allegory can only blindly repeat the earlier model 
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without finally understanding it, it is, essentially, the negation of modernity. 

However, our lack of understanding is, paradoxically, what makes it modern. 

The less we understand a poet, writes de Man, the more he is misinterpreted 

and made to say the opposite of what he said, the more he is truly modern, that 

is, different from what we, mistakenly, think we are ourselves (de Man, 

Blindness and Insight, 164). This paradox defines the modernity of the Baroque 

and its essence as allegory, as well as, its constitutive symbolic character.   

One other critic who has made an important contribution to the study and 

the understanding of Baroque is Walter Benjamin. Although his study, The 

Origin of German Tragic Drama, was meant to describe the German Baroque 

Mourning Drama, the German Trauerspiel, his work makes an important 

contribution to the relation of Baroque and allegory, and to notions of social 

decline and decay.15 Central to his view is the notion of a divine concept of 

violence that interrupts the course of time and initiates a future in a long tragic 

“suspense.” In this suspense is inscribed what has been called “the politics of 

suspense,” or “the suspension of the political,” founded on the belief of an 

absolute break, or rupture, with the past. In Benjamin, this radical abolition, 

inversion and reversal of the past, is explicitly established in the German 

classical Baroque.16 However, only the poetry of Meng Jiao seems to come close 

to Benjamin’s concept of allegory, as I point out in my discussion of the poet in 

chapter two.  

Chinese poets of the Mid-Late Tang experienced a similar case of ostracism 

from their contemporaries. Although their poetry was admired, the poetry of 

Meng Jiao, Li He and Li Shangyin, which I discuss in this study, went 

unappreciated and almost forgotten until they were discovered by later poets 

and recognized not only as great poetry, but also as modern poetry, or 

“Baroque” poetry. According to Tak-wai Wong, J. D. Frodsham was the first to 

apply the term Baroque to Chinese Literature, and to Tang poets, in particular, 

in a lecture in 1968 on New Perspectives in Chinese Literature.17 Frodsham 

applied the term “Baroque” to the poetry of Han Yu and Meng Jiao but his 

definition was not limited to the Tang poets or to the post-Renaissance period 

of the seventeenth century, but was applicable to any “recurring historical 

phenomenon.” Frodsham followed Nietzsche and his view of Baroque style, as 

I have indicated, namely, that Baroque implies a decline in art into rhetoric and 

that “tropes and catachresis, hyperboles and oxymorons” in the poetry of Meng 

Jiao and Lu Tong might simply be “the decorative overelaboration of a highly 

conscious, skeptical craftsman, the pilings-up of calculated surprises and 

effects.” Frodsham argued that what these Chinese poets share with their 

Western counterparts is a deep concern with the mobility of things, with “Time 

as a creator and destroyer” (Wong 26). 
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