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Transcultural Narratives of the Mediterranean in Late Qing Travel Writing:
Kang Youwei and Beyond
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This presentation explores transcultural representations of the
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Mediterranean in late Qing travel literature, with a primary focus on the writings
of Kang Youwei, alongside brief references to other diplomats and travelers.
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Drawing on sources from the MeTChE research project (The Mediterranean
Through Chinese Eyes), the analysis frames the Mediterranean not merely as a
geographical area, but as a transcultural and “debordered” space, in line with
contemporary Mediterranean Studies.

Kang Youwei’s syncretic education and extensive travels positioned him as
a distinctive observer of the West, capable of integrating Confucian values with
a deep appreciation of Mediterranean civilization. Through his writings, he
constructs an image of the Mediterranean as a shared civilizational heritage—rich
in history, philosophy, and art—that offers inspiration for Chinese reform and
modernization.

The presentation will also briefly refer to Xue Fucheng (1838-1894), whose
travel accounts offer a Braudelian view of continuity across time and space, and
to Binchun (1803-1871), whose travel poetry expresses a lyrical engagement
with the Mediterranean landscape. Taken together, these travel accounts reveal
how, at the turn of the century, Chinese literati approached the Mediterranean as
a space of hybrid traditions and shared human heritage, developing transcultural
narratives that challenge nationalistic or monolithic understandings of history.
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Renata Vinci is Associate Professor at the University of Palermo (Italy) and
currently a visiting scholar at CCS. Her research focuses on Sino-Western
contacts, the reception of foreign literature in China, and the modern periodical
press. She is the Principal Investigator of the project MeTChE-The Mediterranean
Through Chinese Eyes.

She is the author of La Sicilia in Cina (Sicily in China, 2019), which explores
Chinese representations of the Mediterranean island during the Imperial period
as a case study in the circulation of Western knowledge in China. She also
recently edited the volume Navigating the Mediterranean Through the Chinese
Lens: Transcultural Narratives of the Sea Among Lands (2024).



