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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	
Reconstructing the Myths of the Chinese Serpent Totem: A Practice-Based Research on Illustration in Cultural Communication among Generation Z


	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	
In this section you will need to:
· Place the research topic in its historical, cultural and social context.
· Explain why the research is significant and important.
· Place the research in the current academic context.

The core question of this research is: How can the myths of the Chinese serpent totem be visually reconstructed through illustration to facilitate their cultural dissemination and understanding among Generation Z?

Chinese mythology is an important cultural resource of Chinese civilization, which throughout history has not only shaped national identity but also provided literature, art and folklore with a rich symbolic system. Within Chinese mythology, serpent totem mythology holds a unique and enduring position. For example, The Classic of Mountains and Seas, one of the earliest mythological texts, constructs ancient cosmological and natural worldviews through diverse narratives of mythical creatures and totems, in which serpent images appear frequently, reflecting early human imaginations of nature and the origins of life (Yi, 2015). The human-headed, serpent-bodied image of Nüwa and Fuxi has become one of the most representative figures in Chinese mythology, embodying cultural meanings of creation, order and the relationship between humans and deities (Allan, 1991). Likewise, The Legend of the White Snake has been continually rewritten and reinterpreted across history, from ancient tales to contemporary film and animation, presenting complex themes of love, morality and social norms (Chen, 2024). In addition, serpent motifs on bronzeware testify to the importance of totemic symbols in ancient material culture and ritual systems, demonstrating the enduring impact of serpent imagery in early Chinese art and cultural memory (Allan, 2007). Looking across these narrative and visual traditions of the Chinese serpent totem, the serpent totem is not only one of the most central and representative images in the Chinese mythological system, forming a deep cultural memory structure of Chinese civilization, but also, in contemporary contexts, has become an important resource for cultural inheritance and transmission, providing a unique symbolic foundation for the reinterpretation of traditional mythology and for cultural exchange in the context of globalization (Hong, 2022; Luo, 2021).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although Chinese serpent totem mythology holds significant importance, it still faces challenges in its dissemination and understanding in contemporary society. Chinese Generation Z (born between 1995 and 2010), as digital natives, have grown up in an era dominated by the Internet and new media. They are more familiar with global popular culture, while their systematic knowledge of and interest in indigenous mythology has gradually weakened (Hu, 2022; Chang, 2023; Zhang, 2025; Yin, 2024). Existing research indicates that Chinese youth are increasingly influenced by global entertainment symbols with regard to cultural identity, while the role of traditional mythology in everyday cultural consumption has been increasingly marginalized (Shuxin, 2023). In addition, the dissemination of traditional mythology still relies mainly on texts and classic film and television, lacking forms of expression that fit the aesthetics and media habits of young audiences, resulting in communication barriers between cultural resources and their recipients (Jenkins, 2006; Song et al., 2023). Traditional mythology needs to be inherited and revitalized through innovative artistic and technological approaches, in order to strengthen cultural identity and bridge the understanding gap with Generation Z (Manovich, 2002; Yu, 2024). Such challenges not only reveal the risks faced by traditional culture in the digital context, but also provide opportunities to explore cultural translation and communication pathways that align with the aesthetics and media habits of younger generations.
﻿
The growth of new media has created new opportunities for revitalising traditional mythology in contemporary society. Illustration, as a form of visual storytelling, enables complex mythological narratives to be transformed into accessible and emotionally engaging images through the condensation of symbols and processes of cross-textual interpretation. Such visual transformation can enhance young audiences’ interest and understanding (Male, 2019; Kress and van Leeuwen, 2020). When illustration is combined with new media, its expressive boundaries are further extended. Digital approaches such as dynamic illustration, short animation and augmented reality (AR) not only provide traditional mythology with new visual expressiveness but also create immersive cultural experiences, enabling audiences to reconstruct the meanings of myths through interaction. Scholars have noted that the interactivity and narrative potential of digital media can significantly enhance audience engagement and cultural understanding (Manovich, 2002; Murray, 2017). Therefore, new media is not only a challenge to cultural inheritance but also an innovative opportunity for the dissemination of traditional culture.

Existing academic research has mainly focused on three areas. First, studies in mythology and semiotics provide a solid theoretical foundation for understanding the structure and meaning of myths (Eliade, 2025; Barthes, 1972; Lotman, 1990). Second, research on visual communication and illustration highlights the importance of illustration as a medium of cultural narrative and dissemination (Male, 2019; Huang et al., 2023). Third, research on new media and digital storytelling explores how technology is reshaping the pathways of cultural communication (Manovich, 2002; Jenkins, 2006). However, there is still a lack of systematic research that takes “serpent totem mythology” as a point of departure, integrating illustration with new media approaches and focusing specifically on Chinese Generation Z. This research seeks to address this gap through practice-based illustration creation and analysis, examining the reinterpretation and communicative value of Chinese mythology in the digital age, and thereby contributing to academic discussions on the revitalisation of traditional culture.

Therefore, this research not only focuses on the reinterpretation and communicative practices of Chinese serpent totem mythology among Chinese Generation Z, but also offers a methodological pathway that may serve as a reference for future research. This exploration, centred on the integration of illustration and new media, is expected to provide insights for the reinterpretation and revitalisation of mythology in other cultural contexts, highlighting the potential of traditional narratives to achieve contemporary expression in the era of globalisation.
﻿

	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Explain what you want to achieve through the research. 
· Outline the aims of the research. 

Aims:
This research aims to visually reconstruct Chinese serpent totem mythology through illustration, while incorporating new media technologies (such as AR, animation, dynamic and interactive presentation) as supporting methods. It explores how Chinese Generation Z university students (aged 18–30) in contemporary cultural contexts receive, understand and reinterpret traditional mythology. The research not only seeks to reveal the cultural reception characteristics of Generation Z, but also aims to combine academic research with creative practice to provide new pathways for the dissemination and revitalisation of traditional mythology in the digital age, thereby responding to academic discussions on how to maintain the vitality of cultural heritage in contemporary society.

Objective 1 – Literature and Visual Case Studies:
To establish the academic and cultural context of the research by reviewing the main narratives and symbolic elements of Chinese serpent totem mythology and referring to relevant literature and theories such as visual communication, semiotics and digital storytelling. In addition, to build the theoretical and visual foundations for illustration practice and cultural dissemination through historical and contemporary visual case studies related to the Chinese serpent totem.

Objective 2 – Audience Cognition and Needs:
Through questionnaires and interviews, this research will analyse Chinese Generation Z university students’ understanding of Chinese serpent totem mythology, their barriers to acceptance and their needs in cultural dissemination, in order to identify the key factors influencing its reinterpretation.

Objective 3 Illustration Practice:
Based on mythological research and audience survey results, I will create a series of illustrations themed on Chinese serpent totem mythology, and integrate dynamic and interactive modes of expression through animation, AR and other new media forms, in order to enhance the appeal and communicative effectiveness of the illustrations among Chinese Generation Z, thereby promoting their participation and cultural understanding.

Objective 4 - Evaluation and Reflection:
Through art exhibition and audience feedback, I will systematically evaluate the communicative effectiveness of illustration creations themed on the Chinese serpent totem among Chinese Generation Z. The evaluation will reveal their value in the renewed cognition of mythology understanding and cultural communication, as well as their limitations in cultural understanding and audience participation. On this basis, I will conduct reflection to guide subsequent creation, research and academic discussion.


	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	Proposed plan of work

In this section you will need to complete a proposed plan of your work explaining the timeline for key elements of the thesis. This can be set out as a table like below or as a gantt chart (for example)

This plan should indicate that the research will be completed by the end of the fee paying period (the minimum period of candidature.

	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	PG1 & PG2: 
Submission of the full research proposal and ethics application; completion of the initial methodology draft; clarification of the research direction.
	January 2026 – March 2026

	Literature Review and Case Analysis:
Systematically sort out Chinese serpent totem myths and visual cases; establish a theoretical and semiotic framework.
	April 2026 – June 2026

	Preliminary Research and Small-Scale Testing:
Conduct tests such as symbol recognition experiments, illustration sketches and colour schemes to collect preliminary feedback.
	July 2026 – September 2026

	Artistic Practice
	October 2026 – December 2026

	Audience Research:
Nationwide (China) online questionnaires, 
online or on-site interviews and observations.
	January 2027 – April 2027

	Data Analysis and Methodology Revision
	April 2027 – June 2027

	Doctoral Thesis Writing (progressive completion):
· Abstract and Introduction
· Literature Review (organization and revision)
· Methodology (revised alongside data analysis)
· Research Findings and Discussion
· Conclusion, Appendices and References
	April 2027 – September 2027




	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives:

· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach 
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these)

The methodology of this research is based on the philosophical positions of Constructivism and Interpretivism. This research argues that the meanings of the Chinese serpent totem mythology and its visual symbols are not fixed, but are continually constructed and reinterpreted by Chinese Generation Z (aged 18–30) within the contexts of new media and popular culture (Schutz, 1970; Geertz, 2017). This research adopts a Mixed Methods Research approach, combining qualitative and quantitative research methods. Quantitative methods (questionnaires) will be employed at both the pre-creation and post-creation stages. At the pre-creation stage, questionnaires will be used to collect cognitive data from Generation Z to understand their interpretation of Chinese serpent totem mythology and their visual preferences. At the post-creation stage, questionnaires will be used to evaluate the effectiveness of the illustrations in terms of communication and understanding among Generation Z. Qualitative methods (interviews and observations) will also be applied at both the pre-creation and post-creation stages. At the pre-creation stage, small-scale testing will gather participants’ initial feedback on symbol recognition and illustration sketches through these methods. At the post-creation stage, interviews and observations will be conducted during the exhibition and audience research to gain deeper insights into the audience’s experiences and cultural interpretations when viewing and interacting with the illustrations. In addition, this research adopts a Linear Research Design, in which the process advances step by step. The overall sequence includes:  literature and case analysis → preliminary research and small-scale tests before creation → illustration practice → audience research → data analysis and reflection.

Target Audience and Participant Recruitment:
The core audience of this research consists of Chinese Generation Z university students (aged 18–30). As digital natives, this group has grown up in an environment shaped by new media and popular culture, making them highly sensitive to visual narratives and interactive forms, while possessing a relatively limited systematic understanding of traditional mythology (Hu, 2022; Chang, 2023). Therefore, they are not only the most challenging group in the transmission of mythology, but also a key audience for cultural revitalisation through innovative forms of communication. This research will primarily focus on recruiting participants within Chinese university settings, while also expanding the sample through online channels to ensure diversity and representativeness of the data.

Philosophical and Methodological Foundations:
The philosophical orientation of this research is phenomenology, drawing on embodied phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology. The former emphasizes the audience’s sensory and bodily immersion during processes of viewing and interaction (Merleau-Ponty, 1962), while the latter focuses on how audiences interpret mythology within their own cultural contexts (Gadamer, 2013). This research will integrate visual semiotics (Barthes, 1972; Kress and van Leeuwen, 2020) to analyze visual symbols, and will apply Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al., 2021) to examine interviews and feedback. In addition, autoethnography (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011) will be employed to reflect on the researcher’s own cultural standpoint and creative choices.

Research Design and Methods:
1. Literature and Visual Case Analysis
This research will systematically analyze classical texts and visual materials of Chinese serpent totem mythology, such as The Classic of Mountains and Seas (Shan Hai Jing), the myths of Nüwa and Fuxi, The Legend of the White Snake, as well as serpent-related motifs on bronze vessels, Han dynasty pictorial stones and contemporary artistic cases. This research will draw on the theoretical frameworks of mythology and semiotics to conduct cross-historical comparisons and interpretations of these texts and images, with the aim of identifying the core symbols and cultural motifs of the Chinese serpent totem within mythological narratives and visual culture.

2. Interviews and Questionnaires (Pre-Creation)
Before the illustration practice, this research will conduct small-scale exploratory work aimed at validating and refining the readability of symbols and the effectiveness of cultural communication:

· Recognition and Interpretation Test: This research will present selected Chinese serpent totem imagery to a group of Chinese Generation Z participants, such as serpent motifs from bronze vessels and partial elements of the Nüwa and Fuxi figures. Their interpretations and associations will be collected in order to evaluate both the recognisability of these images and the differences in cultural interpretation within contemporary youth contexts.

· Illustration Sketch Feedback: Preliminary illustration sketches will be presented, accompanied by semi-structured interviews or small-scale online questionnaires, to collect audience feedback on the communicative effectiveness of symbols, visual style and cultural understanding. The results will provide a basis for the subsequent formal illustration creation.

· Color Scheme Testing: Based on the organization of the traditional Chinese color system, this research will conduct tests in combination with the selected illustration style to evaluate the role of color in enhancing the work’s visual appeal and cultural communication, thereby optimizing the subsequent visual presentation of the illustrations.

3. Illustration Practice
Based on the findings of the preliminary research, this stage involves producing a series of illustrations themed around Chinese serpent totem mythology. Dynamic and interactive elements such as short animations and augmented reality (AR) applications will be selectively incorporated to strengthen both immersion and communicative impact. In this framework, illustration is not only the outcome of artistic practice but also a central methodological tool, used to examine and explore the reconstruction of the symbolic system of Chinese serpent totem mythology and its cultural significance within the context of Chinese Generation Z.

4. Audience Research (Questionnaires, Interviews and Observation)
After the completion of the illustration works, this research will collect audience feedback through various methods to evaluate the communicative effectiveness of the illustrations and their cultural interpretation among Chinese Generation Z:

· Questionnaire Survey: After viewing the illustrations and their dynamic and interactive presentations, Generation Z participants will complete an online questionnaire to provide feedback on their acceptance of the works, their comprehension and the cultural insights gained. The survey will also investigate their evaluation of the new media presentation formats in enhancing the experience and cultural understanding.

· Semi-structured Interviews: After viewing the works, participants will be engaged in in-depth discussions about their interpretative approaches, emotional responses and cultural associations, in order to obtain qualitative data.

· Observation: During the exhibition or online presentation, participants’ interactive behaviors, visual attention, viewing duration and other natural responses will be recorded, providing supplementary evidence for evaluating the communicative effectiveness of the works and audience engagement.

5. Data Analysis and Research Reflection
· Quantitative Data: The analysis will primarily employ descriptive statistical methods to present the overall tendencies and variations in audience mythology cognition, acceptance and media preferences.

· Qualitative Data: This research will employ thematic analysis to organise and summarise recurring themes in audience feedback, thereby identifying the main patterns of Chinese Generation Z in terms of mythological understanding, acceptance of the works and cultural interpretation. In addition, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) will be applied to selected cases to examine how individuals construct meaning and gradually form their cultural understanding pathways during viewing and interaction. This approach can reflect both the overall tendencies of the group and the specific experiences of individuals, consistent with the interpretivist and constructivist orientation of the research.

· Researcher Reflection: This research will adopt an autoethnographic approach to examine the researcher’s cultural position and creative choices throughout the process of creation and research. The aim is to enhance the transparency of the research while maintaining reflexivity and critical awareness in practice-based research.

6. Secondary Data Analysis (for Supplementary Purposes Only):
The research will collect and analyze secondary data as supplementary material. Illustrations featuring Chinese serpent totem elements will be sourced from academic databases, museum digital resources, and contemporary illustration platforms such as Behance and Pinterest. Keyword and trend analyses, combined with user comments and levels of engagement such as likes, will be used to compare audience preferences with existing visual representations. This supplementary analysis will complement the primary data and further validate the reliability of the research findings.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	In this section you should indicate:

· What facilities you will need access to including libraries, archives, institutions, specialist IT facilities
· Whether you have permission to access the facilities and resources
· Whether you need to travel to access the facilities and resources – where do you need to go, for how long, and how will this be financed
· Whether you will be carrying out fieldwork or interviews and whether you have followed the correct protocols, secured permission and ethical clearance.

The facilities and resources required in this research correspond directly to my linear research process: literature and case analysis → preliminary research and small-scale tests before creation → illustration practice → audience research → data analysis and reflection.

I have obtained the necessary permissions to use the following facilities and resources to ensure comprehensive data collection and analysis:

1. Literature and Case Analysis:
· Books and Databases: Access to libraries (both print and digital resources) as well as multiple databases (such as Google Scholar and CNKI), covering materials in mythology, visual semiotics, illustration studies, digital storytelling and other research-related fields.
· Image Sources and Digitisation: Use of open-access digital collections and visits to selected museums. Where necessary, image materials and sketches permitted for reproduction will be digitised using tablets and other appropriate devices.
· Digital Support: Institutional support provided by UWTSD, including IT services and access to reference management tools.

2. Preliminary Research and Small-Scale Tests Prior to Creation:
· Online Questionnaires: Distributed across China through platforms such as Google Forms (including Likert scales and a small number of open-ended questions); if necessary, UWTSD-approved survey platforms will also be used to ensure data compliance.
· Small-Scale Tests: Recruitment facilitated through WeChat groups and QR codes; pilot experiments such as symbol recognition, illustration sketch testing and colour scheme trials will be conducted via Zoom/Teams.   
· Research Information Recording and Consent: Bilingual (Chinese–English) participant information sheets and consent forms; encrypted recordings on mobile devices or computers; secure storage of all data will be ensured.

3. Illustration Practice:
· Software: Adobe Creative Cloud, such as Illustrator, Photoshop and Animate, will be used for illustration creation and other related design work.
· AR Platform: Kivicube will be used to deploy mobile-based AR scenes, with QR codes provided to enable both on-site and remote viewing.
· Testing Devices: iOS and Android smartphones (latest systems) will be used for cross-device testing; a calibrated monitor and a graphics tablet will be employed to ensure colour accuracy and line quality.
· Production Quality: High-resolution digital files will be produced; where necessary, limited fine art prints or exhibition materials will be generated through UWTSD in-house or third-party printing services.

4. Audience Research (Online + On-site):
· Online questionnaires will be distributed across China; semi-structured interviews will be conducted through platforms such as Zoom/Teams (with the option of sharing AR illustrations/animations). 
· On-site: Conduct semi-structured interviews and participatory observations in China (such as attention distribution, dwell time and rhythm during viewing/interaction).
· Duration and Funding: Each on-site research in China is expected to take 2-3 months (adjusted according to recruitment and research progress); Travel and accommodation expenses will be self-funded through personal savings. 
· Venues and Organisation: If necessary, small quiet spaces (such as library study rooms or temporary discussion rooms) may be booked to ensure privacy and recording quality; If necessary, a small exhibition space may be temporarily reserved to facilitate audience viewing and interaction, as well as to enable observation of audience behaviour.

5. Data Analysis and Researcher Reflection:
· Quantitative Analysis: Descriptive statistics and pre–post comparisons will be conducted using Excel/SPSS.
· Qualitative Analysis: Coding and other qualitative methods will be applied; interview data, observational notes and open-ended questionnaire responses will be analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA); visual semiotic methods will be employed to re-examine the illustrations and audience feedback, focusing on the processes of symbolic transfer and recontextualisation.

6. Data Management and Security:
· Participants will be managed using pseudonyms or numerical identifiers; consent forms will be stored separately from the research data.
· Data will be securely stored on UWTSD OneDrive with restricted access 
· All data will be managed in accordance with UWTSD’s data retention and disposal policy and will be securely deleted upon expiry.
· Ethical Compliance: Ethical approval will be obtained from UWTSD prior to conducting questionnaires, interviews and observations. Strict adherence will be ensured to informed consent, the right to withdraw, anonymisation and data protection, in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the UK Data Protection Act 2018.
· Researcher Reflection: Using an autoethnographic approach to record and reflect on key creative decisions, including subject matter selection, stylisation, colour schemes, symbolic choices and AR interactions, in order to enhance transparency and criticality.

7. Contingency and Alternative Plans:
If face-to-face access becomes restricted, online interviews and remote AR testing (via QR codes) will be adopted to maintain the sample size and research progress; recruitment will also be expanded through university networks and social media platforms.









Intellectual Property IP
It is anticipated that Intellectual Property (IP) will be produced as a result of this research.
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	YES
	NO

	Is the IP already subject to a separate agreement with a third party (e.g. employer, sponsor or external funder)? If so please provide details below
	☐	☒
	Is the research dependent upon background IP owned by: 
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	UWTSD
☒
	A third party
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	NO

	If any party other than the student is likely to be involved in the development of IP a separate IP agreement will be needed and it may be necessary for the student to assign the IP rights to the University.

	☒	☐
	If there are no third parties involved in the creation of the IP the student is deemed to own the IP, however should the student wish to commercially exploit their IP and require the assistance of the University to do so, they will be required to assign their IP to the University. https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/iiced/protecting-innovation-and-creativity---intellectual-property/
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