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The Gaze and the Peeping:
Li Yu’s “Summer Pavilion” and Ming-Qing
Visual Culture

Chen Jian-hua

Abstract

Li Yu’s story “The Summer Pavilion” in which a telescope plays the role
of matchmaker for a young couple, is more than renovating the romance of
“talented scholar and beauty.” Represented as the “God’s eye,” the novelty
from the West establishes the “gaze” as a new way of seeing, significantly
turning a new leaf for Ming-Qing visual culture. Apart from the “glance,” the
mainstream practice of vision developed from a long and prestigious tradition
of “literati painting,” the trope of “peeping” increasingly appears in popular
fiction and drama since the fourteenth century and the peeping merges with the
gaze in Li Yu’s story. From the optical sense strengthened by the telescope
engenders the desire for male gaze, ambiguously entangling with patriarchal
order and power relations. Yet different from the visual technology leading to
scientific discoveries in the West, the “God’s eye” is represented against
indigenous humanist backdrops, complicatedly intertwined with the trends of
ethics, gender, garden aesthetics, and pornographic literature. Provided with a
mode of embracing and appropriating Western visuality, “The Summer

Pavilion” is revelatory to the formation of visual culture in modern China.

Keywords: Li Yu, telescope, the gaze, the peeping, Ming-Qing visual culture

* Associate Professor at Division of Humanities, The Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology.
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‘Fﬁ'ﬁﬁﬁ%z%ﬁ % Martin Jay,Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in
Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press,1994),p.
21-82. MARHBUEEITFHL KRBT LM %G 23 X & Modernity and the Hegemony
of Vision,ed.,David Michael Levin (Berkeley: University of California Press,1993).
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(New Haven: Yale University Press,1983),p.1-12.
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Harvard University Press, 1987),p.41-46.
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Graham A.C.and Nathan Sivin, “A Systematic Approach to the Mohist Optics (ca.300

B.C.),” in Chinese Science: Exploration of an Ancient Tradition, eds.,Shigeru Nakayama

and Nathan Sivin (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1973),p.105-152.
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