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Abstract

With society rapidly evolving alongside digital technology and pan-entertainment, there is a no-
table decline in appreciation and understanding of Sichuan Opera among China’s Generation Z
(Gen Z). This study aims to develop and evaluate the potential of innovative illustration as a tool
to promote the cultural content and emotional elements of Sichuan Opera arts among China’s
Gen Z. This qualitative participatory action-based research was guided by an iterative cycle of
planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. This study comprised three stages. In the pre-design
stage, nine (9) experts were selected through purposive and snowball sampling to explore their
views on the cultural content and emotional elements of Sichuan Opera arts. Thematic analy-
sis with NVivo 12 yielded six (6) cultural content, i.e., a form of expression, performance occa-
sions, performance techniques and dance movements, performance repertoire, character roles,
costumes and make-up. The emotional elements encompassed the emotions expressed within
Sichuan Opera itself (such as the characters’ roles and personalities and traditional morals and
philosophies), as well as people’s emotions towards Sichuan Opera (including their yearning for
its sentiment and their awareness of the need to protect traditional culture). These content and
elements were visually expressed through three (3) innovative illustrations in the design stage.
In the post-design stage, a sample of 25 China’s Gen Z from Chengdu was conveniently selected
to evaluate the effectiveness of the illustrations. The use of innovative illustrations as a medium
to promote the dissemination of the art of Sichuan Opera among China’s Gen Z has successfully
merged traditional culture with modern aesthetics.
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INTRODUCTION It incorporates a variety of elements, inclu-
ding singing styles (e.g., Gaogiang, Hugqin,

The art of Sichuan Opera is an outstan- and Kungiang), colourful costumes, stylish

ding traditional Chinese culture formed du-
ring the Qianlong period, with a history of
more than 300 years (Luo & Zhan, 2020). It
is one of China’s many magnificent cultural
heritages (Dong, 2018). Sichuan Opera is an
excellent performing art with a long history.

make-up, literature, dialects, and music to
impress the audience during performances
(Luo, 2013; Hu, 2019; Liu, 2020). In recogni-
tion of its cultural significance and unique
contribution to the performing arts, Sichuan
Opera was listed as a UNESCO’s World In-
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tangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) in 2006.

Despite being an excellent traditio-
nal theatre culture, the current situation of
Sichuan Opera is not encouraging. According
to the financial media of the Chongging NPC
Citizen’s Herald, statistics from the Ministry
of Culture (2022) showed that there were 373
genres of Sichuan Opera in 1983, but to date,
only slightly more than 200 genres remain.
The research team of the Municipal People’s
Congress Standing Committee (Hu, 2019)
discovered that the Dazu District opera Ar-
tists Association in Chongging had 97 mem-
bers. Only 10% of the members were under
40, 30% were between 40 and 60, and 60%
were over 60. In Hechuan district, Sichuan
Opera artistic talents are concentrated main-
ly among individuals aged 50 and above. Hu
(2019) noted that there is a scarcity of Sichuan
Opera talents between the ages of 30 and 50.
This observation indicates a broader issue of
a lack of young talents who are in touch with
Sichuan Opera in China.

Due to the advances in the informa-
tion technology revolution, the traditional
forms of performance no longer meet mo-
dern young people’s aesthetic preferences
(Luo, 2020; Wu, 2023; Luo & Zhan, 2020).
Specifically, the distinctive rules of theatre
appreciation in Sichuan Opera culture have
hindered its dissemination in contempo-
rary times. Therefore, scholars such as Du
(2023), Xiang (2023), and Luo and Zhan
(2020) have suggested that innovating the
promotion of Sichuan Opera is crucial for
its sustainable development. Li (2019), Wu
(2023), Wen and Li (2021), and Gao and
Liu (2020) have all advocated for making
the younger generation in China the pri-
mary focus in preserving and developing
the heritage of Sichuan Opera. They argued
that the future of Sichuan Opera’s inheri-
tance and development depends on young
people’s appreciation of and engagement
with the traditional art form. Additionally,
Dong (2018) suggested that Sichuan Opera,
a Chinese ICH and art form, must find in-
novative ways to promote itself to Gen Z
in the digital age. Meanwhile, Wu (2023)
emphasised that it is important to promo-
te Sichuan Opera to this generation so that
they can better understand and appreciate
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the value of this long-developed cultural
heritage.

Given the lack of interest and enga-
gement of younger audiences in traditio-
nal art forms such as the Sichuan Opera,
the universal appeal of visual languages
such as illustration becomes increasingly
relevant. Illustration is a visual language
that is universally understood. Due to the
continuous development of digital techno-
logy and commercialisation, it has gained
popularity as an art form for promotional
purposes in contemporary society (Liu,
2014). [llustration can convey a wide range
of themes in different contexts through the
treatment of artistic elements and styles,
thus satisfying modern people’s pursuit
of spiritual fulfilment (Zou, 2021; Zhong,
2011; Wei & Liu, 2020). According to
Zhang (2021), innovative illustration is an
art form that easily resonates with Gen Z,
especially when created in an “innovative’
and ‘fashionable” way.

Both Wu (2022) and Zhou (2019)
emphasised that innovative illustrations of
ICH elements occupy a large proportion of
the Chinese market today. Innovative vi-
sual symbols can be used as the basic ele-
ments to communicate the art and culture
of Sichuan Opera (Luo, 2020). They integ-
rate the traditional aesthetic characteristics
of Sichuan Opera, which not only inherit its
traditional artistic characteristics such as
writing and virtuality, but also transcend
the limitations of time, space, and carriers
or medium, where this adaptation aligns
more closely with the viewing habits and
preferences of modern audiences (Luo,
2020; Qiu, 2020; Yin & Zhu, 2024; Liu,
2020). Therefore, the application of mo-
dern visual elements in the cultural com-
munication of Sichuan Opera represents the
preservation of traditional culture and its
innovative development in contemporary
society, which is of great significance for
the cultural inheritance and artistic deve-
lopment of local operas.

Historical and Cultural Characteristics of
Sichuan Opera
With its rich and long history, Sichuan
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Opera is mainly popular in Sichuan, Chon-
gqing, Yunnan-Guizhou, and parts of Hubei
and Xizang provinces. Sichuan Opera is a
traditional type of opera that integrates the
five major tones of Kun, Gao, Hu, Tan, and
Deng (Luo & Zhan, 2020). Characterised by
Sichuan Opera, its long history and culture,
unique high-accent music, exquisite perfor-
mance techniques, diverse classic plays, and
distinctive regional characteristics, Sichuan
Opera has emerged as the most influential
opera genre in southwest China, boasting
the largest audience in history (Dong, 2018).
Additionally, Sichuan Opera is one of the first
local operas announced by The State Council
to enter the national ICH list, and alongside
Kunqu Opera, it is the only local opera that has
been recommended twice as a representative
project for the United Nations” selection of
the Oral and ICH of Humanity (Zhou, 2019).
As an ICH, Sichuan Opera, with its
unique performance form, rich repertoire
types, local characteristics, musical ele-
ments, actors’ talents, as well as exquisite
make-up and costumes, has become a tre-
asure in Chinese traditional opera culture,
where this prominence underscores its im-
portant role in the inheritance and promo-
tion of Chinese traditional culture (Zhou,
2019; Li, 2023; Yin & Zhu, 2024). Diversity,
locality, designation, and cultural are the
key characteristics of Sichuan Opera’s art.

Inheritance and Protection of Sichuan Op-
era

Review of the literature suggests that
several subjective and objective factors
might have contributed to the declining
engagement with Sichuan Opera, particu-
larly among the younger generation. Sub-
jectively, there are several issues within
the Sichuan Opera itself, which include a
gap in the cultivation of talents in Sichuan
Opera (Yao & Wang, 2012; Wen & Li, 2021),
a need to cultivate a younger generation
of audience for Sichuan Opera (Li & Wan,
2021), a call for innovation in the repertoire
of Sichuan Opera (Zheng et al., 2020), and
the disparities in performance venues, en-
vironments, and equipment (Pan & Jiang,
2021).

Meanwhile, the objective factors in-

clude China’s Gen Z lack of awareness and
knowledge about Sichuan Opera (Wang,
2018 & Zheng et al., 2020), and the influen-
ce of other cultures (Mu, 2017; Mou, 2019).
In other words, in addition to the inherent
challenges within the Sichuan Opera itself,
ineffective promotion among the younger
generation in China has led to the current
decline of the art form. Consequently, the
key to the inheritance and development of
this traditional culture of Sichuan Opera is
its effective promotion among the younger
generation (Li, 2019; Wu, 2023; Wen & Li,
2021; Gao & Liu, 2020).

Application of ICH and Innovative Illus-
tration Design

ICH is an important symbol of na-
tional spirit and national culture, encapsu-
lating a nation’s unique way of thinking,
imagination, and cultural awakening; in
short, it represents the DNA of a nation’s
cultural life (Wu, 2022). The ICH of Sichuan
Opera is the crystallisation of the collective
wisdom of folk working people across va-
rious historical periods, bringing together
the people’s aesthetic experiences and ar-
tistic heritage. This aesthetic commonality
of Sichuan Opera also provides rich mate-
rials for the creation of innovative illustra-
tion elements (Zhou, 2019; Luo & Zhan,
2020; Zhao, 2021). In recent years, the field
of innovative illustration has captivated
the attention of younger groups with its
high technical standards and high artistic
aesthetic characteristics, thereby placing
more demands on the creative inspiration
and source materials used in innovative il-
lustration art (Song, 2021; Wang, 2013; Chen
& Wu, 2021). Consequently, when presen-
ting ICH through innovative illustration
design, attention needs to be paid to the
following three aspects, including (1.) cul-
tural content, (2.) emotional elements, and
(3.) visual depiction (Chen, 2021; Ge, 2019)

Wu (2022) argued that the modern
value of intangible cultural elements is best
highlighted by effectively linking them
with modern, regional, and fashionable
culture. In terms of modern culture, intan-
gible cultural elements are indispensable
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highlights in artistic innovation. Moreover,
ICH elements encompass tangible items
with specific visual expressions, embo-
dying a variety of meanings, where these
elements can be refined and sublimated
from various national cultural characteris-
tics and artistic elements (Xia & Gao, 2022).
Therefore, respecting national cultures and
continually innovating cultural elements
is highly important. On the other hand, in
response to the demands of modern cultu-
ral and artistic development, it is also ne-
cessary to incorporate the national cultural
elements from various regions and count-
ries into the creative and design activities
to fully ensure a thorough exploration of
these elements (Wu, 2022; Zheng et al,,
2020). Lastly, the deep integration of mo-
dern culture and ethnic cultural elements
is also diverse, with some penetrating into
every aspect of work and life, while some
gradually evolve in the direction of fashi-
onable culture, capable of highlighting the
innovativeness of ethnic cultures that can
resonate more easily with the public (Wu,
2022; Miao & He, 2022).

Previous Studies on Illustration for ICH
and Sichuan Opera Arts

ICH is increasingly being promoted
through innovative illustrations, a topic
that has garnered substantial scholarly
interest among researchers who have con-
ducted various research in this area (e.g.,
Liu, 2019; Fan, 2017; Zhang, 2021; Song,
2021). For example, Chen (2021) explored
the application of Miao costume patterns in
modern design by analysing the evolution
of these patterns, aiming better to integra-
te cultural creative products with traditio-
nal Miao culture. By doing so, Chen (2021)
sought to design artworks that resonate
with the characteristics of modern times
and contribute to preserving and dissemi-
nating the excellent culture.

Zhang's (2021) design project which
involved creating three series of ‘national
fashion” illustration works, where the-
se works distinctly blend the traditional
plastic arts of Shanxi Buhu with modern
techniques, highlighting the regional cul-
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tural characteristics. Subsequently, Zhang
(2021) designed a series of cultural crea-
tive derivatives, including items for daily
life, stationery, and general use, effectively
translating traditional art into functional
modern products.

Ren (2021) used Alashan Buddhist sto-
ne carvings as the basis for an interdiscipli-
nary and integrated application of cultural
and creative design. Ren (2021) explored
innovative design thinking by combining
various artistic and aesthetic views of Alas-
han Buddhist stone carvings, effectively
merging traditional art forms with modern
design methodologies.

Based on the previous theoretical
and practical exploration of the combina-
tion of Sichuan Opera characters and digi-
tal illustration, Liu (2020) integrated the
characters of Sichuan Opera into digital il-
lustration creation in an innovative way.
Liu (2020) took the characters in the classic
‘The Legend of the White Snake” Sichuan
Opera as the theme and utilised the backg-
round of the narrative and the distinct vi-
sual characteristics of these characters to
create digital illustrations. By using three
expression styles of digital illustration,
namely realistic, stylised (cute) and flatte-
ned, the characters of Sichuan Opera were
applied in the digital illustration for mo-
delling.

In addition to illustration, seve-
ral scholars have conducted theoretical
research on the visual symbols used in
Sichuan Opera, specifically examining the
art of Sichuan Opera art faces (e.g., Luo &
Li, 2022; Liu, 2021; Ji, 2014) and costumes
(e.g., Jin, 2014; Zeng, 2021; Tang & Zeng,
2017; Liu, 2015). In the area of applied rese-
arch, Cheng (2020) investigated the use of
Sichuan Opera face styling elements in visu-
al design by taking the facial makeup ele-
ments of the characters from the ‘Romance
of the Three Kingdoms” as examples.

Shen (2021) explored the expression
of costume elements from Sichuan Opera in
oil paintings, focusing specifically on the
Sichuan Opera art itself. The study analysed
the visual elements of the costumes, focu-
sing on their interpretative characteristics
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and emotional expression unique to this
type of opera. By diverging from existing
research methodologies using reverse ana-
lysis, Shen’s (2021) research explored the
connotation of Sichuan Opera’s costume
elements within the emotional and spiritu-
al dimensions.

However, based on preliminary
observations in this study, the current il-
lustrative method of depicting the art of
Sichuan Opera is relatively traditional.
Additionally, the illustrative content pre-
sented in earlier studies seems relatively
homogeneous, which makes it difficult to
reflect the rich cultural content and emo-
tional elements of the art of Sichuan Opera.
Liu’s (2020) study focused on the combina-
tion of the characters of Sichuan Opera with
digital illustration, while Cheng (2020)
and Ji (2014) used the facial features of the
Sichuan Opera as modelling elements in
the visual design. Tang and Zeng (2017)
and Shen (2021) studied the application
of Sichuan Opera costume elements in ani-
mation modelling and oil painting creati-
on, respectively. Therefore, there is a need
to conduct a comprehensive exploration
of the cultural content and emotional ele-
ments in the art of Sichuan Opera.

The researchers of the present study
argue that the visual symbolic elements of
Sichuan Opera, an ICH, which also serves
as a type of traditional Chinese culture,
can be used to communicate the history
and culture of Sichuan Opera as well as con-
vey its emotional resonance to the youn-
ger generation in China (Luo, 2020; Liu,
2021; Cheng, 2020). Luo (2020) noted that
the visual symbolic elements in Sichuan
Opera communicate its visual content and,
through artistic processing, convey emo-
tional and aesthetically appealing repre-
sentational characteristics to audiences
across multiple carriers.

Furthermore, the literature on inno-
vative illustrations of Sichuan Opera is li-
mited. A search on Zhi.com using the key-
word ‘Sichuan Opera’ revealed that most
studies have only focused on theoretical
research (e.g., Yin & Zhu, 2024; Ying, 2024;
Wu, 2023; Li, 2023; Zhou et al., 2020; Fan,

2017), with little practical research or in-
tegration of theory and practice. This study
suggests that connecting the art of Sichuan
Opera with young people through innova-
tive illustrations can help address the is-
sues and challenges it currently faces. The
present study also emphasises the need to
explore and implement ways to promote
and enhance the connection between Gen
Z and the art of Sichuan Opera in China.

Zhou (2019) argued that innovative
forms of illustration can be used to depict
ICH in the context of rapid economic and
technological development. As evidenced
by Luo (2020), Wang (2013), Wu (2022),
and Song (2021), the combination of visual
and promotional elements can effective-
ly publicise the art and culture of Sichuan
Opera to the younger generation. In this
context, the present study aimed to pro-
mote Sichuan Opera arts’ cultural content
and emotional elements to selected mem-
bers of China’s Gen Z through innovative
illustrations.

To allow the process of design to be
more theoretically sound, Morris (1938)
semiotics theory was applied. Semiotics is
the study of symbols and includes research
on their connotations or meanings, the law
governing their development and change,
and their relationship to human activities
(Guo, 2004). This study adopted the defi-
nition of semiotics provided by American
philosophers Pierce and Morris, based on
logic and semantics. According to Morris
(1938), semiotics, as a meta-language, can
be divided into three branches: syntactics,
which involves the study of structural and
formal relationships between symbols; se-
mantics, which is the study of the relation-
ship between symbols and the objects they
represent; and pragmatics, which is the
study of the relationship between symbols,
their environments, and interpreters.

The research questions addressed
in this study are as follows: What cultural
content and emotional elements of Sichuan
Opera art can be used for innovative il-
lustration?; How can the identified cul-
tural content and emotional elements be
used to develop innovative illustrations?;
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How do the selected China’s Gen Z view
the effectiveness of the developed inno-
vative illustrations in promoting Sichuan
Opera art?

This study mainly adopts Morris’s
(1938) semiotic trichotomy as a theoretical
framework to explore the interpretation
and innovative use of cultural elements
from the views of syntactic, semantics and
pragmatics. The conceptual framework
outlined in this study, as shown in Figu-
re 1, illustrates the application of semiotic
theory to analyse the complex relationship
among three important concepts examined
in the study: the art of Sichuan Opera, inno-
vative illustration, and Gen Z in China.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of the Study
METHOD

Research Design

Qualitative action-based research
was employed as the research design for
this study due to several factors. First, it is
situated in social practice; second, it requi-
res the participation of both the researcher
and the stakeholders; and third, continuous
refinement of the design process is needed
to achieve an optimised conclusion. Accor-
ding to both Swann (2002) and McNiff and
Whitehead (2012) action research follows a
cyclical, four-step research process consis-
ting of planning, action, observation, and
reflection.

Drawing on past studies by Wang
(2013), Wang and Xing (2016), and Cao
(2018), the research design of this study
was structured into three main phases:
pre-design, design, and post-design, whe-
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re each phase was tailored to address the
research questions posed in this study. The
specific objectives and methodologies of
each phase are discussed separately in de-
tail in the following sections.

Phase One: Pre-Design Stage

In this action research study, the pre-
design phase comprised the “planning’
step. This phase began with identifying a
problem or a theme that requires explorati-
on or examination and establishing the sta-
ge to envision the approach (Elliott, 1987;
Karlsen, 1991). Hence, prior to the creation
of the design, the researchers conducted an
extensive review of the relevant literature
to understand the problems and challen-
ges associated with promoting the art of
Sichuan Opera and to investigate the pos-
sibility of using innovative illustration ide-
as. In addition, Chen (2021) and Ge (2019)
mentioned that the integration of ICH and
illustration design needs to consider three
critical aspects: cultural content, emotional
elements, and artistic depiction.

To gain a deeper understanding and
clearer definition of the cultural content
and emotional elements needed for desig-
ning the innovative illustrations and to ob-
tain the stylistic direction and inspiration,
the researchers selected nine (9) experts in
Chengdu within the field of Sichuan Opera
through purposive and snowball sampling
methods to conduct in-depth interviews.
These experts included three (3) Sichuan
Opera costume embroidery designer, sta-
ge performance artist, and Sichuan Opera
theatre scriptwriter, respectively. The eli-
gible experts must firstly reside in Cheng-
du, Sichuan Province and have extensive
experience in promoting the art of Sichuan
Opera to the younger generation in China.
In addition, the candidates had to satisfy
at least one of the following criteria: ha-
ving held a senior position in a relevant
civil organisation or association for at least
five years; having worked in the field of
Sichuan Opera for at least five years; having
published literature in the field of the art
of Sichuan Opera in the last five years; or
having received an achievement or title in
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one of the fields of the art of Sichuan Opera
in the last five years.

Semi-structured interview is consi-
dered effective for this phase of the study
as it would allow the researchers to del-
ve deeper into the thoughts, feelings, and
beliefs of the research experts regarding
the art of Sichuan Opera and innovative il-
lustration by building on the data collected
in the earlier stages of the research (Kallio
et al., 2016). Moreover, semi-structured in-
terviews offer flexibility and can create a
comfortable setting for both the researcher
and participants during the data collecti-
on process (Schmidt, 2004). This approa-
ch encouraged the participants to provide
more personalised responses and enabled
the researcher to gather more in-depth and
detailed information from the experts re-
garding the cultural content and emotional
elements of Sichuan Opera.

Twelve (12) interview questions were
developed based on the literature review
and their content validity (Tomkins et al.,
2017; Lee et al., 2013) was reviewed by thee
invited experts with extensive academic
and professional work experience in the re-
levant fields.

Thematic analysis process (Braun &
Clarke, 2012; Edhlund & McDougall, 2018;
Lopezosa, 2020; Di Gregorio, 2000), i.e., fa-
miliarising the data; creating initial codes;
generate themes; reviewing themes; defi-
ning and refining themes; and interpreting
and reporting finidngs, was employed in
this study. NVivo 12 was selected for use
in analysing the data collected in this stu-
dy.

The insights gained from this pre-
design stage of the research would then be
carefully ‘planned” and subsequently app-
lied in the second phase of the study, i.e.,
the design stage.

Phase Two: Design Stage

The design phase of the study re-
fers to the “action’ step in the action rese-
arch framework. As described by Karlsen
(1991), ‘action” involves the purposeful
and systematic ‘doing’ or execution of
tasks after the researcher has gained in-

formed understanding of and carefully
thought about the context and the actions
to be taken.

This phase is integral to the research
process since it involves the actual creation
of the design, which is an extension of the
research process itself (Deng, 2017). In this
study, the aim of this stage was to integra-
te and apply the insights and information
collected from the first phase to the crea-
tive process of developing the innovative
illustrations. As suggested by Wu (2022),
three main considerations are required for
innovative illustration, namely modern,
regional, fashionable culture, which are vi-
tal to ensure that the illustrations resonate
with the young audience while retaining
their cultural authenticity.

In this study, the artistic innovation
process, as applied by Li and Yang (2021),
and the concept of semiotics as suggested
by Morris (1938) were put into practice in
the creative process. The semiotic approa-
ch, with specific considerations of ‘seman-
tic dimension’ and ‘syntactic dimension’
of the illustrations were emphasised. It is
believed that by considering these dimen-
sions, the innovative expression of Sichuan
Opera’s cultural elements in the illustra-
tions could be better achieved, thereby en-
hancing their impact on the final artworks
(Chen, 2021).

Phase Three Post-Design Stage

The last phase of this study, which is
the post-design phase, involved the ‘obser-
vation” and ‘reflection” step in action rese-
arch. During the “observation’ step, resear-
chers either record their own observation
of the actions taken using various effective
methods or they gather observations of
others; however, observation conducted
from multiple views is more conducive
and particularly beneficial as it results in
a more comprehensive and profound un-
derstanding of the action process (Zhang,
1992). Given that social activities are in-
fluenced and constrained by many factors
in the actual environment, where many of
them are unpredictable and uncontrollable
and cannot be predetermined in advance,
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it is therefore crucial that observation be-
comes a prerequisite for subsequent reflec-
tion, revision of plans, and determination
of next steps in action research (Kemmis,
2014). In contrast, ‘reflection’ marks the
end of a cyclical process. According to
Karlsen (1991), reflection involves organi-
sing and describing relevant phenomena
such as processes and outcomes, and ana-
lysing, interpreting, and evaluating these
to provide insights and information to fa-
cilitate improvement in the next cycle.

The purpose of the third stage in this
study was to evaluate the effectiveness of
the designed innovative illustrations in
promoting Sichuan Opera art among Gen Z
in China by seeking their views. To achieve
this, the innovative illustrations of Sichuan
Opera art created were exhibited physical-
ly at two purposively selected locations,
i.e., Sichuan Theatre - Jinjiang Theatre and
People’s Park - Heming Tea House. It is
believed that to collect data in places with
cultural industries related to Sichuan Opera
can better disseminate Sichuan Opera and
traditional Chinese art and culture. This
setup would allow for direct observation
of the audience’s reaction to the innova-
tive illustrations during the exhibition, in
alignment with Morris’s (1938) “pragmatics
dimension’.

Additionally, street  interviews
would be conducted with 25 conveniently
selected participants from the China’s Gen
Z demographic to collect detailed feedback
for further reflection and analysis.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Phase One: Pre-Design Stage
Participants Profile

Asmentioned earlier, nine (9) experts,
including Sichuan Opera costume stylists,
Sichuan Opera stage performance artists,
and Sichuan Opera theatre script writers.
To protect the privacy of the participants
and to facilitate the researcher’s next ana-
lyses, the participants were anonymised
and labelled with the identifiers of Parti-
cipant A-I as presented in Table 1 which
also provided information regarding each
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participant’s profile or background.

Table 1. Participants’ Profile in Phase One

Expert EField (.)f Bxperience
xpertise (years)
A mearm B M
bl w
S
o TR g
P
S LT
S B
P
G v e

Among the nine participants, five
were male and four were female, with their
age ranging from 25 to 28 years old. Des-
pite the relative youth of the participants,
they possessed a lot of experience in the
industry. Specifically, three of them were
Sichuan Opera stage artists, who had been
engaged in Sichuan Opera performance for
at least 10 years and participated in several
stage plays. One is recognised as “Sichuan
ICH Inheritor”, while the other two held
the title “national first-class actors”, which
is the highest honour in the field besto-
wed by China to actors who have outstan-
dingly contributed to the prosperity of the
country’s literature and art (Liang, 2022).
Additionally, three participants were sc-
ript writers of Sichuan Opera, all of whom
had been engaged in the production and
direction of Sichuan Opera for more than
five years at the Sichuan Opera Research
Institute, with two of them having publis-
hed research related to Sichuan Opera. The
remaining three participants were Sichuan
Opera costume designers, each holding a
national stage design level four title. No-
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tably, one of them contributed to the dance
design for the 2023 Chengdu International
University Games.

Data Analysis

Table 2 showcases the structured and
condensed themes that emerged from the
analysis of the data collected from the ex-
perts for the cultural content and emotio-
nal elements of Sichuan Opera, as well as
the suggested innovative illustration ap-
proaches.

To identify the cultural content and
emotional elements in the art of Sichuan
Opera for innovative illustration, the re-
searcher engaged nine experts in fields
related to the art of Sichuan Opera for se-
mi-structured interviews. The interview
questions addressed the three aspects of
culture, emotion and visual depiction as
outlined by Chen (2021). The interviews
were subsequently analysed using thema-
tic analysis to arrive at the following con-
clusions.

In terms of cultural content, 37 ele-
ments were identified, including traditio-
nal aesthetics, literary allusions, and histo-
rical traditions. While traditional aesthetics
were less prevalent compared to the other
two, this does not imply its lack of impor-
tance within the cultural content of Sichuan
Opera. Instead, it reflects the limited rep-
resentation of traditional aesthetics in
the interview samples. Literary allusions
emerged as the most frequently mentio-
ned element, aligning with the assertions
of previous scholars who noted that much
of the Sichuan Opera repertoire is based
on literary allusions (Zeng, 2021; Wang,
2020; Du, 2023; Yin & Zhu, 2024), which is
a finding that indirectly supported by this
study’s data collected from experts in the
tield of Sichuan Opera art. However, certain
historical and traditional elements such as
“dialect” and “singing voice” were not se-
lected for the final design due to the chal-
lenges in their visualisation, and others
were omitted because they were less fre-
quently mentioned. In the end, 26 cultural
elements were chosen for incorporation in
the creation of the innovative illustrations.

Concerning emotional elements, 14
were identified, comprising the expression
of Sichuan Opera itself and the audience’s
attitudes and perceptions. A majority of
the experts suggested that the emotional
elements in Sichuan Opera could be con-
veyed in illustrations by depicting the
scenes of the theatre, in integration with
the scripts’ content and the characters’
traits, and then selecting the correspon-
ding visual elements for use in the illustra-
tions. Given this potential, the researcher
identified and summarised the ten most
frequently mentioned emotional elements
that aligned with the cultural content. The-
se elements included the theatre and tea-
house as scenic elements, “The Legend of
the White Snake”, “Romance of the Three
Kingdoms”, and “Dream of Red Cham-
ber” as script content, and the traits of pi-
votal characters such as Bai Suzhen, Abao,
and Zhang Fei.

In the existing studies, it is mentioned
that the emotion carried by intangible cul-
tural heritage includes four aspects: sense
of identity, inheritance emotion, emotional
resonance, and aesthetic emotion (Wei &
Liu, 2020; Wu, 2023; Ma, 2021; Xue, 2022;
Qu, 2021; Hou, 2018). Both experts in the
field of Sichuan Opera art and members
of the China’s Gen Z in the Chengdu area
highlighted several emotional aspects in
the interviews. These included a strong
sense of identity with the art and culture
of Sichuan Opera, the importance of its heri-
tage, a deep affection for the opera, and the
emotional resonance triggered by its per-
formance styles and presentation techni-
ques. They also mentioned the aesthetic
enjoyment and appreciative emotions ex-
perienced by the performers and the audi-
ence alike during performances or while
engaging with the works of Sichuan Opera.

In relation to innovative illustration,
the researchers also considered the opi-
nions of experts. However, in relation to
the first research question (RQ1), the ele-
ments discussed in the interviews were
less numerous and lacked specificity; ini-
tially, 11 related concepts were identified,
including conceptual innovation, idea
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Table 2. Advanced Thematic Coding in Phase One

Advanced Primary

Themes  Themes Original Concepts

Concrete Concepts

Tuanhua

Mangpao

Tradi-

Cloud shoulder

Costume
tional

Head wear

aesthet-

Palace robe

ics

Embroidery

Facial makeup

Make-up

Female character

Traditional instrument

One table and two chairs

Gaogiang

Form of expres-

Realistic props

sion

Singing tune

Dialects

Curtain

His-

Theatre

torical Perform occasion

Cultural ;1 opie

Tea house

Content tance

Face-changing

Spitting fire

Sword dance

Perform the ac-

Water sleeves

tions

Long silk dance

Pheasant tail feathers on warriors” helmets (opera)

Ring of flames

Fan

Bai Suzhen

Zhao Yun

Role

Zhang Fei

Guan Yu

Literary

The Legend of the White Snake

allusion

Romance of the Three Kingdoms

Repertoire

Dream of the Red Chamber

The Sigh of Love

Journey to the West

innovation, and form innovation. These
specific innovative elements were further
explored during the creation phase.
Additionally, the researchers based
the data collection around the three key
aspects of culture, emotion, and illustrati-
on, which need to be considered to integ-

rate the intangible cultural heritage with
illustration design, as Chen (2021) noted.
The results obtained further verified the
three major considerations essential for
innovative illustration, namely modern
culture, regional culture, and fashionable
culture, as suggested by Wu (2022).
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Advanced Primary

Themes  Themes Original Concepts Concrete Concepts
Law is greater than love
Young and handsome
Roles a}nd Char- Ungrateful
acters in Sichuan
Sichuan  Opera Brave
Opera Righteous
express- Loyal
Emotional itself Principle of feudal moral conduct
Elements Tradltlona.l Moral- Loyalty, filial piety
ity and Philoso- - -
phy Morality and ethics
Family and national sentiments
) Yearning for Sich- Childhood memory
Audi-  yan Opera The feeling of old Chengdu
ence -
attitude Protection of tra- Sichuan and Shu culture
ditional culture Opera culture
Con- Film combined -
Feptual Process combined -
G YE Local building -
ion .
combined
Festival combined -
Game combined -
Innova- Idea Activity promo- -
tive [llus- innova- tion
tration tion Visual element -
Auditory element -
Modern elements -
Form Traditional cul- -
innova- ture combined
tion

Modern pop cul- -
ture elements

Phase Two: Design Stage
Design Framework and Flow

To ensure that the entire innovative
illustration process adequately incorpora-
tes the artistic and cultural content as well
as the emotional elements of Sichuan Ope-
ra (Chen, 2021; Ge, 2018), the second stage
of this study adopted a structured design
approach. Drawing from the design pro-
cess proposed by Li and Yang (2021) and
incorporating the two dimensions of se-
miotics described by Morris (1938), an il-
lustration design framework appropriate
for this study was developed. The frame-
work included the syntactic and semantic

aspects essential for effective communica-
tion through art.

Figure 2. Innovative Illustration Design
Framework

As shown in Figure 2, the framework
of innovative illustration emphasised in
the second phase of this study included six
stages: inspiration, research and explora-
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tion, ideation and conceptualisation, ref-
lection and iteration, experimentation and
prototyping, as well as development and
execution.

The first stage of the second phase
of this study, focusing on innovative il-
lustration design, began with “inspiration’.
This stage involved collating information
on the cultural content and emotional ele-
ments of the art of Sichuan Opera identified
in the first phase of the study, including
classification and screening until these ele-
ments were finalised. Subsequently, the
second stage, which is research and exp-
loration, involves selecting innovative ele-
ments that could be applied by drawing
from the previous case studies of innova-
tive illustration and the innovative con-
tent identified from analysis (conceptual
innovation, innovation thinking, and form
innovation), as well as further interaction
and communication with experts.

In the third stage, the focus was on
ideation and conceptualisation which in-
volved using the two dimensions of syn-
tactic and semantics in Morris’s (1938)
semiotics to extract and visualise the cul-
tural content, emotional elements, and in-
novative elements, including their moral,
shape and colour (Zhu, 2004; An, 2023;
Zhang, 2022). This process involved an
attempt to integrate these elements to ge-
nerate three concept sketches. The fourth
stage involved reflection and reiteration
of the sketches produced, mainly through
seeking expert advice. The fifth stage mar-
ked the beginning of experimentation and
prototyping, during which the innovative
illustrations were redesigned based on the
experts’ suggestions until the final image
was achieved. In the sixth stage, the re-
searchers detailed and coloured the final
three illustrations and implemented the fi-
nal enhancements to the finished product,
based on three Sichuan Opera themes, na-
mely: “The Legend of the White Snake”,
“Romance of the Three Kingdom”, and “A
Dream of Red Chamber”.

Creative Output 1: Dance of Fate
The main elements in the illustration

Harmonia: Journal of Arts Research and Education 24 (2) (2024): 323-342

“Dance of Fate” integrated the key elements
from the plot of “The Legend of the White
Snake” into its design, presenting the dual
personas of “Wen” and “Wu” as portrayed
in Sichuan Opera. The illustration featured
the storylines of “Meet at Broken Bridge”,
“Borrow an Umbrella” and “Water Man
Jinshan Temple”, and incorporated the re-
levant performance techniques, including
water sleeves, face-changing, and the fire
ring. The character “Fahai” is distinctive-
ly portrayed in a punk mechanical style.
The “ snake “ image was derived from
the narrative, representing the green and
white snakes that have been transformed
into humans and are related to the Dragon
Boat Festival. The illustration also included
other elements such as local architecture,
traditional cultural symbols, and modern
elements such as VR glasses. These were
treated with warm tones, which were cho-
sen to enhance the overall visual impact of
the illustration while retaining the origi-
nal colours associated with the characters’
form.

end of the White Snake” Sichuan Opera Theme

Creative Output 2: Legacy of Heroes

The main elements in the illustration
“Legacy of Heroes” comprised characters
from “Romance of the Three Kingdoms”,
including Zhang Fei, Guan Yu and Zhao
Yun, which were depicted using Sichuan
Opera characters’ traditional shapes and
colours. The narrative and interpretati-
on of “Romance of the Three Kingdoms”,
mainly revolve around political struggles,
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wars and heroes in the Three Kingdoms,
reflecting the changes of the times. There-
fore, the selected innovative cultural ele-
ments mainly included local architecture,
modern architecture, and high-speed rail.
The juxtaposition of ancient architecture
which was contrasted with high-speed rail
and modern architecture visually reflected
the changes of the times. Additionally, as
the costumes of the three main characters
feature python patterns, which are usual-
ly embroidered, the embroidery process
was emphatically showcased in the art-
work. In selecting other traditional cultu-
ral elements, the kite was incorporated as
a symbolic element within the artwork due
to the consideration of its semantic signi-
ficance. In terms of overall colour usage,
warm tones were employed as the main
tone following expert recommendations.

Figure 4. Completed Illustration of “Romance
of the Three Kingdom” Sichuan Opera Theme

Creative Output 3: Memories of Rounge
The main elements in the illustration
“Memories in Rouge” primarily featured
characters from “Dream of Red Chamber”,
including Jia Baoyu, Lin Daiyu, Wang Xi-
feng and Xue Baochai, which were rende-
red in the original shapes and colours of
Sichuan Opera characters. Because the cha-
racters in the play are all “Dan”, “Dan”
styling on the headdress is very beauti-
ful, according to the expert’s advice, other
cultural elements in the “Diancui” as an
innovation, and The details were drawn.
Following the advice of the experts, the
“Diancui”, which is a technique from other

cultural elements, was incorporated as an
innovative element where the details were
drawn into the illustration. Additionally,
in the depiction of scenes set in theatres
and teahouses, the researcher also imple-
mented the suggestions of experts to port-
ray the scenes of Sichuan Opera performers
in a more specific and vivid manner, inclu-
ding the depiction of traditional and wes-
tern instruments (pianos), and the crafting
of the atmosphere experienced by audien-
ces while watching Sichuan Opera perfor-
mance. The colour scheme throughout the
illustration utilised warm tones to set off
the atmosphere of the performance.

s =
Figure 5. Completed Illustration of “A Dream
of Red Chamber” Sichuan Opera Theme

Phase Three: Post-Design Stage
Participants Profile

To gauge the perception of China’s
Gen Z on the effect of the innovative il-
lustrations in promoting Sichuan Opera art,
the researcher selected individuals born
between 1995 and 2010 (aged 14-29 years)
and conducted street interviews during
the offline exhibition. By considering the
amount of foot traffic (Zhang, 2022) and
the association with cultural industries
(Wang, 2023), the two selected venues
were: Sichuan Theatre - Jinjiang Theatre
and People’s Park - Heming Tea House

A total of 25 individuals were inter-
viewed on the street using convenience
sampling. The specific demographic bre-
akdown of the interviewee sample is pre-
sented in Table 3.
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Table 3. Participants’ Profile in Phase Three

Item Classification Frequency
Gender Male 9
Female 16
Age Stage Performance 9

Group Artist

Theater Script Writer 7
Theater Script Writer 9
Identity Student 14
Worker 11

The results of the advanced themes
and the specific frequency of their corres-
ponding primary themes are presented in
Table 4. The process involved further ca-
tegorisation of the nine relevant primary
themes to determine the corresponding
names for the advanced themes.

Table 4. Advanced Thematic Coding in Phase
Three

Item Classification

Visual attrac- Visual attraction

tion Innovative format

Picture-rich

Emotional ex- Emotional expression

pression
Youth accep- Youth acceptance
tance Social media communica-
tion
Awareness Cultural preservation
of traditional Cultural promotion
culture

During the sample data analysis,
the researcher observed that in terms of
visual attraction, most participants could
directly identify the content expressed in
the illustrations, such as the Sichuan Opera
repertoire and the character roles. Howe-
ver, a small number of participants were
initially drawn to the innovative illustra-
tions” modern cultural and technological
elements before engaging with the content
of the illustrations. Some participants first
noticed that the characters in the illustra-
tions were from literary works and then re-
cognised the theme of Sichuan Opera in the
illustrations through their observation of
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the depiction of the characters’ costumes.

Regarding emotional expression,
most participants mentioned that the de-
piction of the teahouse, theatre scenes, and
local architecture resonated deeply with
them and evoked strong emotional con-
nections as locals. Furthermore, the portra-
yal of the characters’ relationships and the
storyline evoked memories of classic mo-
ments and enabled them to relate directly
to the emotions conveyed in the plays. The
participants” responses validated the ex-
perts’” advice’s pivotal role at this research
project stage.

In terms of acceptance by young
people, the innovative illustrations in-
corporated diverse cultural elements that
extended across different cultures, backg-
rounds and themes, meeting Gen Z’s aest-
hetic preference for diversity and inclusi-
veness. For example, in the group of 14- to
19-year-olds, many highlighted that this
cultural diversity including the integration
of modern elements comprising the space
elements, VR glasses, and high-speed rail
made the illustrations more appealing to
Gen Z.

Concerning social media communi-
cation, the study found through observati-
on that participants were engaged in exp-
loratory behaviours during the exhibition,
including taking photographs and con-
ducting searches online. These behaviours
promoted the art of Sichuan Opera to a cer-
tain extent through the sharing of photos
and associated keywords on social media.
Moreover, the participants themselves
acknowledged that illustrations are easy to
share and spread via social media. Consi-
dering that members of Gen Z are the main
users of social media, it can be concluded
that utilising innovative illustrations to
promote the art of Sichuan Opera is reaso-
nably effective in terms of social media
communication from their view.

Regarding awareness of traditional
cultural preservation, most participants
believed that the innovative illustrations
piqued their interest in Sichuan Opera and
motivated them to explore the opera in
depth. Some participants remarked that
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these innovative illustrations can serve as
educational tools to convey information
about the history, culture, and performan-
ce styles of Sichuan Opera. Such an appro-
ach helps young people better understand
and appreciate Sichuan Opera and raise
awareness of traditional cultural preserva-
tion and inheritance.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the effectiveness
of using innovative illustrations to promo-
te the art of Sichuan Opera among Gen Z
in China. It entailed an in-depth analysis
of the characteristics of Gen Z and an ex-
ploration of the cultural content and emo-
tional elements in the art of Sichuan Opera.
The research was structured around three
key views: visual attractiveness, emotional
expression, and dissemination of innovati-
ve illustrations.

Through this study, the traditional
art of Sichuan Opera has been successfully
presented to Gen Z through innovative il-
lustrations. As a form of visual expression
in the digital age, the researcher utilised
innovative illustrations to incorporate
modern graphic elements and unique de-
sign styles with cultural and emotional
elements of Sichuan Opera to visually ca-
ter to Gen Z’s aesthetic and cultural needs
for personalisation and multiculturalism.
This approach has made the art of Sichuan
Opera more accessible and appealing to the
younger generation, effectively bridging
the gap between traditional culture and
contemporary youth.

Additionally, the study found a ba-
lance between tradition and innovation
in depicting the art of Sichuan Opera. The
illustrations preserve the traditional ele-
ments of Sichuan opera while captivating
the interest of the Gen Z audience through
modernised forms of expression. The in-
novative illustrations promote the art and
play an educational function in cultural
transmission. By integrating cultural con-
tent, emotional elements and innovative
elements in the innovative illustrations,
these artworks resonated with Gen Z, faci-

litating their understanding and acceptan-
ce Sichuan Opera’s cultural connotations
and promoting the preservation, educati-
on, and inheritance of traditional culture
among the younger generation.

Finally, the study discovered that,
in the short term, the use of innovative
illustrations to promote the art of Sichuan
Opera achieved positive outcomes in terms
of visual appeal, social communication,
and acceptance among the younger gene-
ration, with Gen Z demonstrating a high
level of receptivity towards this type of
promotion.

Overall, the use of innovative illustra-
tions as a medium to promote the dissemi-
nation of the art of Sichuan Opera among
China’s Gen Z has successfully merged
traditional culture with modern aesthetics.
This fusion has introduced young people
to the art of Sichuan Opera in a novel and
engaging manner. However, it is also cru-
cial to consider the potential differences
between short-term effects and long-term
impacts that may arise in the promotional
process and the variability among different
Gen Z subgroups. Future research should
further delve into the long-term effects of
this promotional approach and examine
the variations in responses among Gen Z
across different geographical and cultural
contexts.
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