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[bookmark: _Toc216215135]Abstract

This essay critically examines the philosophical foundations that underpin a practice-based investigation into the digital transmission of Luoshan shadow puppetry through game design. The study is situated within a constructivist and relational ontology, recognising intangible cultural heritage not as a static object but as a living, performative practice continuously recreated through human action. Epistemologically, the research aligns with practice-based and embodied ways of knowing, where knowledge emerges through iterative making, prototyping, and reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983). These philosophical positions shape the methodological framework, which includes iterative design cycles, case-study-driven prototyping, cultural co-creation, and user testing. Issues of trustworthiness, cultural authenticity, positionality, and ethics are addressed through reflexive documentation, triangulation, peer review by practitioners, and adherence to heritage-sensitive ethical guidelines.

Through examining the philosophical, methodological, and ethical dimensions of this creative inquiry, the essay argues that a coherent alignment between ontology, epistemology, and method is essential for producing culturally responsible, academically rigorous, and practice-led knowledge. The conclusion highlights how this framework enables the development of new understandings about digital heritage translation and supports the living transmission of shadow puppetry through interactive media.


[bookmark: _Toc216215136]Introduction

The digital mediation of cultural heritage has become an increasingly significant area of inquiry within art and design research, particularly as intangible traditions face challenges posed by urbanisation, technological acceleration, and generational discontinuity. Luoshan shadow puppetry, a form of Chinese intangible cultural heritage, embodies a complex interplay of material craftsmanship, embodied performance, intergenerational transmission, music, storytelling, and ritual meaning. Its cultural value lies not only in its aesthetic qualities but also in the living processes through which it is performed, taught, adapted, and experienced by communities. However, contemporary attempts to digitise intangible heritage often prioritise technological novelty over cultural authenticity, resulting in digital artefacts that reduce living traditions to visual motifs, disconnected from their performative and relational essence (Giaccardi, 2012). This gap demonstrates the need for research approaches that take seriously the philosophical assumptions underlying how we understand cultural practices, digital media, and the forms of knowledge generated through creative making.

This essay positions game design as a site for exploring and supporting the living transmission of shadow puppetry. Digital games offer interactive, embodied, and experiential modes of engagement that differ from conventional documentary or archival approaches. By enabling players to enact movement, manipulate rhythm, and experience rule-based systems, games can make cultural logics felt rather than merely observed. Yet to design such systems responsibly requires clarity about the ontological status of intangible heritage, the epistemological nature of knowledge produced through practice, and the value commitments that guide representation. Without these foundations, research risks becoming either technically driven or culturally superficial.

The research problem informing this essay can therefore be expressed as follows: How can digital game design support the living transmission of Luoshan shadow puppetry while respecting its cultural, performative, and community-based nature? This question is not only practical but philosophical, as it concerns what counts as “authentic,” how cultural knowledge can be learned through doing, and how designers mediate between traditional practice and contemporary media. Practice-based research offers a suitable framework for addressing such questions, as it treats artistic creation as a legitimate mode of inquiry capable of generating new forms of knowledge that cannot be accessed through literature alone (Borgdorff, 2012; Candy & Edmonds, 2018). Within such a paradigm, making becomes a form of thinking, and prototypes become research artefacts that reveal insights about cultural mechanics, expressive constraints, and user experiences.

The purpose of this essay is therefore to articulate the philosophical foundations that underpin a practice-based investigation into shadow-puppetry-informed game design. The discussion is structured as follows. The first substantive chapter examines the project’s ontological position, drawing on constructivist and relational perspectives to argue that intangible heritage should be understood as a living, processual, and socially enacted reality. The next chapter outlines the epistemological stance, highlighting the importance of tacit, embodied, and practice-led ways of knowing in both shadow puppetry and game creation. The essay then considers axiology, exploring the ethical and value-based commitments shaping the representation of cultural heritage in digital contexts. This is followed by the most extensive section, which articulates the project’s research design, detailing the methodological rationale, iterative prototyping strategies, validity measures, positionality considerations, and ethical protocols. The essay concludes with a reflection on the coherence of this philosophical framework and its implications for the development of culturally responsible digital heritage practices.

By bringing together philosophical reflection and creative practice, the essay argues that a robust alignment between ontology, epistemology, and method is crucial for designing digital experiences that meaningfully engage with heritage as a living cultural process rather than a static visual symbol. Such alignment not only strengthens academic rigor but also supports the development of interactive systems capable of contributing to the ongoing vitality of shadow puppetry in contemporary contexts. 







[bookmark: _Toc216215137]Chapter 1：Ontological Perspectives on Luoshan Shadow Puppetry
[bookmark: _Toc216215138]1.1 Introduction to the Ontological Orientation of the Study
Understanding the ontological assumptions underlying this research is essential because the way one defines “reality” directly shapes how cultural heritage is interpreted, represented, and transformed through digital media. Ontology, in the context of practice-based research, concerns the nature of the cultural phenomena under investigation and the forms of existence that creative practice seeks to engage. For a project centred on Luoshan shadow puppetry, the ontological question is complicated by the dual nature of intangible heritage: it is simultaneously material and immaterial, fixed and fluid, historical and contemporary. These tensions require an approach that moves beyond object-centred conceptions of heritage and instead recognises it as a living, relational and continually enacted practice.

[bookmark: _Toc216215139]1.2 From Object-Based to Process-Based Ontology in Intangible Heritage
[bookmark: _Toc216215140]1.2.1 From Object-Based to Process-Based Ontology
Traditional museological or archival perspectives often approach heritage as a set of stable objects—puppets, screens, tools, or scripts—that can be conserved, digitised, or displayed. Yet such object-based ontologies inadequately capture what UNESCO (2003) identifies as the defining characteristic of intangible cultural heritage: it exists fundamentally as “practices, representations, expressions, knowledge and skills” that are “continually recreated by communities.” Under this framework, shadow puppetry cannot be reduced to its physical puppets or visual appearance; its reality depends on embodied performance, collective participation, oral transmission, and the interpretive agency of practitioners. Thus, the ontology of shadow puppetry is not object-based but process-based. It is enacted through motion, rhythm, narrative timing, and communal meaning rather than static artefacts. This view aligns with the concept of a “processual ontology of heritage” proposed by Harrison (2013), which understands heritage as a dynamic set of relations rather than a bounded entity.

[bookmark: _Toc216215141]1.2.2 Constructivist Commitments
Given this processual nature, the research adopts a constructivist ontological stance, which holds that realities—particularly cultural realities—are socially constructed through interaction, performance, and interpretation. Constructivism does not deny material reality but asserts that meaning arises through human practices and relationships (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). For shadow puppetry, this means that “authenticity” is not inherent in an object but produced through ways of doing: how puppets are moved, how stories are told, how rhythms align with musical cues, and how performers embody characters. Therefore, a digital representation that preserves only the visual characteristics of puppetry, without attention to performance logic, relational dynamics, or tacit skills, fails to engage with its underlying ontological structure.

[bookmark: _Toc216215142]1.2.3 Relational Ontology
In addition to constructivism, the project draws on relational ontology, particularly as discussed in contemporary design anthropology. Relational ontology proposes that cultural forms exist not in isolation but within networks of relationships among people, artefacts, environments, and practices (Ingold, 2013). This perspective is crucial for understanding shadow puppetry because the practice emerges from multiple interdependent relations: performer–puppet, performer–audience, puppet–light, story–music, and master–apprentice. The meaning of a gesture, a transition, or a character archetype is produced within these relationships rather than residing in the puppet alone. When designing a digital game inspired by shadow puppetry, the relevant question is therefore not merely “What does a puppet look like?” but “What relational structures make a performance recognisable as shadow puppetry?” This includes movement constraints, symbolic conventions, narrative pacing, and the embodied knowledge of manipulation.
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	Figure 1. Shadow puppet interactive installation



The relational ontology is also reflected in the digital domain. Digital artefacts—such as interactive characters, physics systems, or gameplay mechanics—do not exist as isolated objects but emerge through relations between code, player actions, algorithms, interfaces, and cultural expectations. Giaccardi (2012) argues that digital heritage is inherently co-created by users, systems, and designers, forming “heritage-as-participation” rather than heritage-as-object. Thus, for a game to meaningfully represent shadow puppetry, it must recreate—not merely simulate—the relational conditions that give the practice its identity.

[bookmark: _Toc216215143]1.2.4 Practice Ontology
A further ontological commitment shaping this research is practice ontology, influenced by the work of Schatzki (2002), who conceptualises social phenomena as organised around “doings and sayings” that form practice-arrangements. Shadow puppetry fits this notion closely: it is a constellation of embodied techniques, narrative competencies, and material arrangements (light, screens, puppets, sound). The reality of the heritage therefore resides in practice itself. This ontology aligns directly with a practice-based research methodology: if the object of study is a practice, then creating practices (e.g., digital puppetry prototypes, motion systems, game mechanics) becomes a way of engaging its ontology.

[bookmark: _Toc216215144]1.3 Implications for Digital Game Design and Summary
These philosophical commitments have significant implications for how the project conceptualises digital game design. A digital game, framed through constructivist and relational ontology, is not merely a technological product but a cultural system that constructs meaning through interaction. Therefore, to represent shadow puppetry authentically, a game must not only adopt its visual motifs but reconstruct aspects of its practice ontology: the characteristic rhythm of movement, the transitions between poses, the logic of gesture-based storytelling, and the relational dynamics between performer and audience. Murray (2017) asserts that digital environments generate meaning through “procedural representation”—rules and systems that express patterns of thought. This concept supports the idea that cultural knowledge can be embedded into gameplay rules, allowing players to experience cultural logic through action rather than passive observation.

Consequently, the ontological position of this research can be summarised as follows: shadow puppetry is a living relational practice whose reality is enacted rather than stored; digital game design is a procedural and participatory system capable of expressing such relational practices; and practice-based making is an appropriate mode of inquiry for generating understanding of these cultural processes. This alignment provides the foundation for the epistemological and methodological decisions that follow. 
















[bookmark: _Toc216215145]Chapter 2：Epistemological Foundations for Practice-Based Digital Heritage
[bookmark: _Toc216215146]2.1 Interpretivist–Constructivist Foundations
Epistemology concerns how knowledge is generated, validated, and interpreted within a research project. For a practice-based exploration of Luoshan shadow puppetry through digital game design, the epistemological stance must accommodate both the tacit, embodied knowledge of traditional performance and the analytical, interpretive knowledge required for academic inquiry. Intangible heritage is transmitted primarily through doing, observing, and participating; therefore, a purely positivist epistemology—based on objective measurement—would be insufficient to capture the experiential and relational qualities of shadow puppetry. Instead, this research adopts an interpretivist–constructivist epistemology combined with practice-led inquiry, recognising that cultural knowledge is co-constructed between communities, practitioners, artefacts, and the researcher-designer.

[bookmark: _Toc216215147]2.1.1 Knowledge Through Interpretation
Interpretivism acknowledges that knowledge about cultural practices is produced through subjective interpretation rather than detached observation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). In the context of shadow puppetry, this means knowledge emerges from understanding its meaning within the community that practices and values it. The gestures, rhythms, symbolic characters, and performance conventions do not carry universal meanings; they become meaningful within cultural, historical, and social frameworks. Thus, the researcher must interpret these elements through dialogue with practitioners, immersion in performances, and engagement with cultural context. This aligns with Geertz’s (1973) notion of “thick description,” which emphasises understanding cultural practices by situating them within webs of meaning rather than treating them as isolated behaviours.

[bookmark: _Toc216215148]2.1.2 Tacit Knowledge and Embodied Understanding
At the same time, the epistemology must account for tacit knowledge, a form of embodied understanding that is difficult to articulate verbally. Polanyi’s (1966) concept of tacit knowledge—“we know more than we can tell”—is particularly relevant for craft-based heritage. Shadow puppetry masters often express knowledge through movement, timing, and embodied skill rather than formal explanation. Techniques such as wrist articulation, the rhythm of transitions, and coordination with musical cues are learned through apprenticeship and practice. To access this form of knowledge, the research relies on practice-based epistemology, where engaging in making—whether physical puppets or digital animations—becomes a way of thinking and knowing. Schön’s (1983) theory of the “reflective practitioner” supports this approach by arguing that designers generate understanding through a continuous cycle of action and reflection: by making, observing outcomes, adjusting methods, and interpreting insights.

[bookmark: _Toc216215149]2.2 Practice-Based and Participatory Knowledge Generation
[bookmark: _Toc216215150]2.2.1 Digital Making as Inquiry
This epistemological stance also extends to the digital domain. Creating digital prototypes is not merely a representational activity; it becomes a method of inquiry. Within practice-based research, making is both a process and a form of knowledge production (Candy & Edmonds, 2018). Prototyping game mechanics inspired by puppetry—such as controlling characters through gesture-based input, designing transitions that mimic traditional motion styles, or embedding narrative conventions into procedural rules—generates new understanding about the cultural logic of the heritage form. Through iterative digital making, the researcher uncovers patterns of movement, symbolic structures, or relational dynamics that may not be evident through textual research alone. This aligns with Bødker’s (2006) argument that interaction design investigates knowledge through “material metaphors,” where prototypes allow designers to explore tacit systems of action.

[bookmark: _Toc216215151]2.2.2 Co-Creation and Participatory Epistemology
Importantly, epistemology in this project is not limited to the knowledge of the researcher; it includes co-created knowledge generated through participant engagement. When players interact with digital prototypes, their experiential responses provide insight into how cultural elements are perceived, interpreted, or misunderstood. This reflects a participatory epistemology, recognising that knowledge about cultural representation emerges through dynamic relations among designer, users, and cultural context (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). For example, observing how players understand a character’s movement rhythm, interpret symbolic colours, or emotionally respond to narrative cues can reveal whether the procedural representation successfully conveys aspects of shadow puppetry’s cultural logic.

[bookmark: _Toc216215152]2.2.3 Evaluating Evidence and Reflexive Practice
The interpretivist–constructivist epistemology also shapes how evidence is evaluated. Instead of treating cultural authenticity as a fixed benchmark, the research aligns with Hafstein’s (2009) idea that intangible heritage authenticity is negotiated and continuously reconstructed by communities. Accordingly, the project does not aim to produce a definitive or authoritative digital representation of shadow puppetry. Rather, it seeks to understand and articulate how digital systems can meaningfully engage with the relational, performative, and processual qualities that define the practice. Thus, validity in this research is not measured through replication of physical features but through interpretive coherence, cultural sensitivity, and resonance with practitioners’ understandings.

Finally, the epistemological stance supports a reflexive methodology. As an insider to Chinese cultural context but a researcher situated in the UK, reflexivity becomes essential to examine how personal biases, cultural assumptions, or positionality influence interpretation. Following Finlay (2002), reflexive practice acknowledges that knowledge is not discovered but constructed through the researcher’s interactions with people, materials, and creative processes. Therefore, the project incorporates reflective journals, video documentation of prototyping, iterative analysis, and engagement with both Chinese and international scholarship to ensure that knowledge generated is critically examined rather than taken for granted.

In summary, this combined stance supports a nuanced understanding of shadow puppetry as an embodied cultural practice and enables digital game design to function not only as a tool for representation but as a method for generating new knowledge about how intangible heritage can be experienced, interpreted, and transmitted in contemporary contexts.


[bookmark: _Toc216215153]Chapter 3：Methodology for Practice-Based Digital Heritage Research
[bookmark: _Toc216215154]3.1 Foundations of the Practice-Based Methodological Approach
[bookmark: _Toc216215155]3.1.1 Integration of Practice-Based, Qualitative, and Participatory Methods
The methodological framework for this research integrates practice-based research, qualitative interpretive methods, and participatory design approaches, forming a structure that aligns with the ontological and epistemological commitments established earlier. Because the project seeks to understand and reimagine the cultural logic of Luoshan shadow puppetry through digital game design, the methodology must accommodate embodied cultural knowledge, creative experimentation, and user experience. As practice-based research scholar Hazel Smith (2009) argues, practice is not merely a form of output but a central mode of inquiry that generates original understanding. Similarly, Candy and Edmonds (2018) emphasise that in practice-led research, creative outcomes and the reflective processes embedded within making constitute legitimate forms of scholarly evidence. This methodological stance positions creative practice as both the site of investigation and a primary source of knowledge.

[bookmark: _Toc216215156]3.1.2 Qualitative Cultural Inquiry: Interviews, Observation, and Textual Analysis
The research begins with a qualitative exploration of the cultural, performative, and aesthetic principles of Luoshan shadow puppetry. This includes semi-structured interviews with puppeteers, observational fieldwork, and cultural textual analysis. Semi-structured formats allow flexibility, enabling practitioners to articulate embodied or experiential knowledge in their own terms. This aligns with Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) argument that interviews in cultural research should be understood as co-constructed dialogues rather than neutral information-gathering tools.

Observational methods further support cultural understanding. Shadow puppetry performance contains layers of coordinated movement, sound, materials, and timing that cannot be captured through verbal explanation alone. As Pink (2015) suggests, ethnographic observation is crucial when researching sensory and embodied practices, because such practices are experienced through movement, atmosphere, and relational interaction. Video documentation of performances and puppet manipulation sessions provides rich material for later analysis, particularly when developing digital prototypes that aim to preserve the expressive qualities of the original practice.

[bookmark: _Toc216215157]3.1.3 Transition to Practice-Led Inquiry and Iterative Prototyping
These qualitative methods form the cultural foundation upon which the practice-based inquiry is built. As the research transitions into design exploration, the methodology shifts toward practice-led experimentation. Drawing on Schön’s (1983) concept of the reflective practitioner, the making process is structured through iterative cycles of experimentation, documentation, and reflection. Prototyping—both analogue and digital—becomes a method of investigation rather than a means of merely producing an outcome. 

The project further employs research through design (RtD) as conceptualised by Koskinen et al. (2011), where design artefacts are used not only as prototypes but as “knowledge vehicles” capable of making abstract ideas tangible. In this context, early playable demos function as research arguments—embodying hypotheses about cultural representation, interactivity, and user experience. This approach supports the epistemological position that making is a mode of inquiry and aligns with the ontological view that intangible heritage exists relationally and performatively.

[bookmark: _Toc216215158]3.2 Participatory User Research, Analytical Techniques, and Ethical Practice
[bookmark: _Toc216215159]3.2.1 Participatory User Studies and Cultural Interpretation
To understand how users perceive and engage with the cultural elements embedded in the prototypes, the research incorporates participatory and user-experience methods. This includes think-aloud playtesting sessions, small-scale user studies, and post-test interviews. These methods allow the researcher to observe how players interpret movement styles, visual aesthetics, narrative cues, or interactive mechanics inspired by shadow puppetry. Following Patton (2015), qualitative user research is particularly useful for capturing how individuals make meaning from interactive media. For heritage-centred design, understanding how players interpret symbols, emotions, and narrative logic is essential because misinterpretation can distort cultural meanings or reinforce exoticised views of non-Western traditions. Therefore, user studies focus not only on usability but also on cultural resonance and interpretive accuracy.

[bookmark: _Toc216215160]3.2.2 Thematic Analysis and Multi-Source Data Integration
Given the project’s interdisciplinary nature—combining game design, animation, cultural studies, and ethnography—the methodology must also include rigorous analysis techniques that can synthesise diverse forms of data. Thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke (2006), is used to interpret interview transcripts, observational notes, and playtesting feedback. Themes such as rhythm translation, gesture authenticity, user emotional response, or symbolic interpretation are coded and analysed to identify patterns that can shape ongoing design iterations. This systematic analysis supports the interpretivist stance of the project, clarifying how meaning is constructed by practitioners, players, and the researcher.

[bookmark: _Toc216215161]3.2.3 Documentation and Reflexive Research Practice
Documentation plays a key methodological role in ensuring transparency and academic validity. Following the guidelines of practice-based research, the project maintains a reflective journal that captures decisions, design rationales, challenges, and insights throughout the making process. Visual documentation—including sketches, screenshots, prototype videos, and diagrams—forms part of the research evidence. According to Borgdorff (2012), documentation in artistic research must illuminate the creative process, making tacit decision-making explicit and allowing external evaluators to understand how outcomes emerge from structured inquiry. These materials later form part of the critical commentary that contextualises the final creative artefact within scholarly discourse.

[bookmark: _Toc216215162]3.2.4 Ethical Considerations and Decolonising Sensitivity
Ethical considerations are embedded throughout the methodology. As the research interacts with cultural communities, ethics extends beyond institutional approval. Following Smith’s (2012) decolonising methodology principles, the project foregrounds respect, collaboration, and reciprocity. Cultural practitioners are not treated as subjects but as co-knowledge holders. The research avoids reductive representation, exoticisation, or cultural extraction, recognising that digital adaptation carries responsibility for safeguarding the integrity of intangible heritage.

The methodological structure supports the project’s aim to generate new understanding about how digital game systems can meaningfully engage with and transmit the expressive qualities of Luoshan shadow puppetry, contributing both to academic discourse and to practical pathways for cultural heritage innovation.



[bookmark: _Toc216215163][bookmark: _Hlk216210789]Chapter 4：Experimental Case Studies in Translating Luoshan Shadow Puppetry into Digital Game Design
[bookmark: _Toc216215164]4.1 Overview of the Case Study Approach
This chapter presents three interconnected case studies designed to investigate how the cultural logic, aesthetics, and performative characteristics of Luoshan shadow puppetry can be meaningfully translated into digital game design. Each case study functions as an experiment within the wider practice-based methodology, generating insights through making, testing, and reflection. Collectively, these cases evaluate different aspects of cultural transformation—form, movement, and interaction—and demonstrate how practice itself produces knowledge. As proposed by Yin (2018), case studies allow in-depth exploration of complex phenomena within their real-world contexts, making them suitable for a research project examining intangible heritage through digital practice. Each case contributes partial but significant understanding, which is later synthesised into a design framework for culturally grounded game development.

[bookmark: _Toc216215165]4.2 Case Study 1: Translating Shadow Puppetry Silhouettes into Digital Character Design
[bookmark: _Toc216215166]4.2.1 Visual Identity and Cultural Meaning
The first case study examines how the visual identity of Luoshan shadow puppetry—particularly its silhouette-based aesthetics—can be preserved and transformed within a digital environment. Traditional Luoshan puppets are distinguished by stylised profiles, intricate cut-out patterns, and symbolic colour schemes that reflect moral values, character roles, and narrative tension. Observational fieldwork revealed that the silhouette is not merely a technical necessity of shadow projection but a cultural language that conveys social hierarchy, emotional states, and role archetypes. This aligns with Macdonald’s (2013) assertion that material forms in heritage practices often encode moral and symbolic knowledge.
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	Figure 1. A comparison of shadow puppet images in different regions



[bookmark: _Toc216215167]4.2.2 Prototyping Digital Characters and Negotiating Authenticity
To investigate how these visual principles can be adapted for digital games, the study involved creating a series of 2D character prototypes based on authentic puppet references. The process required analysing puppet geometry, joint placement, and decorative motifs. Translating these features into animation-ready assets revealed tensions between authenticity and functionality. For example, the thin limbs and small joints typical of shadow puppets were visually accurate but difficult to rig for responsive gameplay. Through iterative prototyping, joint structures were strengthened while preserving the puppet-like segmentation. This experiment demonstrated that visual authenticity must sometimes be reinterpreted to maintain playability, supporting Salen and Zimmerman’s (2004) claim that game systems require functional coherence even when drawing on external cultural sources.
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	Figure 2. The proportion of shadow puppet images



[bookmark: _Toc216215168]4.3 Case Study 2: Embodying Traditional Movement in Digital Interactive Animation Systems
[bookmark: _Toc216215169]4.3.1 Analysing Embodied Movement Principles
The second case study focuses on the expressive movement of shadow puppetry, exploring how traditional gestures, rhythm, and manipulation techniques can influence digital interaction design. Luoshan puppetry is characterised by rhythmic wrist-driven motion, directional emphasis, and symbolic gesture language. These physical performances shape the emotional tone of a scene and convey meaning that cannot be captured through visuals alone. Pink’s (2015) work on sensory ethnography emphasises that bodily performance is central to understanding embodied cultural practice, making movement analysis crucial to this research.
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	Figure 3. Manipulating shadow puppets



This case study involved filming shadow puppeteers in controlled sessions, analysing hand trajectories, tempo changes, and gesture patterns. The motion was then translated into digital animation cycles using keyframe and procedural systems. Early experiments revealed that simply replicating puppet motion created animations that felt visually accurate but interactively disconnected. Traditional puppetry relies on continuous manual control, whereas games require responsive, player-driven action. Reconciling these differences became a core methodological challenge.

[bookmark: _Toc216215170]4.3.2 Hybrid Motion Systems and Cultural Expressiveness
To address this, the project explored hybrid animation systems that combine handcrafted puppet motion with procedural blending triggered by player input. This approach draws on principles from McCloud’s (1993) “closure” theory—audiences fill in gaps between frames—and uses player agency to bridge the expressive space between traditional movement and game responsiveness. Prototypes integrating slow-fast rhythm shifts, symbolic gesture triggers, and limited-plane motion (simulating the shadow stage) produced interactions that felt culturally resonant while remaining playable. This case study demonstrates how embodied heritage knowledge can generate new game interaction models and supports Merleau-Ponty’s (2013) argument that embodied perception is central to meaning-making.

[bookmark: _Toc216215171]4.4 Case Study 3: Embedding Cultural Knowledge into Gameplay Mechanics
[bookmark: _Toc216215172]4.4.1 Identifying Cultural Structures and Symbolic Logic
The third case study investigates how cultural knowledge—ritual logic, narrative structures, moral symbolism, and performance conventions—can be embedded not only in aesthetics but in the rules and mechanics of gameplay. This aligns with Bogost’s (2007) theory of procedural rhetoric, which argues that games communicate ideology and cultural meaning through their rule systems rather than through explicit narrative alone. For intangible heritage, embedding cultural logic within mechanics may allow players to experience cultural worldviews rather than merely observe them.

Drawing from interviews with Luoshan puppeteers and textual analysis of traditional scripts, the case study identified several culturally significant structures: moral dualities represented through colour and movement, ritual pacing of narrative transformation, and the dynamic between puppeteer improvisation and scripted storytelling. These structures were translated into prototype mechanics such as “gesture-based storytelling”, “rhythm-aligned combat”, and “symbolic transformation states”. For example, colour-coded choices affecting character morality reflect traditional associations—red for loyalty, green for impulsiveness—while rhythmic inputs echo traditional percussion that guides puppet movement.
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	Figure 4. The color symbolism of shadow puppetry 



[bookmark: _Toc216215173]4.4.2 Mechanics as a Vehicle for Cultural Transmission
This case demonstrates how mechanics can serve as a powerful carrier of cultural knowledge, offering a unique pathway for heritage transmission that differs from conventional museum or documentary approaches. It further illustrates how practice-led experimentation can generate knowledge not accessible through textual research alone.

[bookmark: _Toc216215174]4.5 Synthesis of Insights Across the Case Studies
Taken together, the case studies reveal that cultural preservation in digital games requires multi-layered translation rather than direct replication. Visual form, embodied movement, and cultural logic each represent distinct knowledge domains within shadow puppetry, and each demands a tailored design approach. The research demonstrates that practice—making prototypes, testing interactions, and iterating design—produces insights that cannot be accessed through theoretical study alone. This confirms Borgdorff’s (2012) position that artistic research generates knowledge intrinsic to practice, expanding the epistemic scope of scholarly inquiry.

Across the cases, several broader findings emerged. First, authentic cultural expression requires deep engagement with practitioners and sensitivity to community-defined meanings. Second, user interpretation plays a crucial role in heritage experience—design must guide players toward accurate cultural understanding. Third, digital translation inevitably introduces tensions between tradition and innovation, but these tensions can become productive sites for new cultural forms.

These insights directly inform the development of the final design framework and establish the foundations for the concluding discussion on how digital games can contribute to safeguarding and revitalising intangible cultural heritage.






[bookmark: _Toc216215175]Chapter 5：Discussion of Insights from Translating Luoshan Shadow Puppetry into Digital Game Design
[bookmark: _Toc216215176]5.1 Key Insights from the Three Cultural Translation Experiments
[bookmark: _Toc216215177]5.1.1 Authenticity as Dynamic and Experiential Rather Than Material
The research findings demonstrate that Luoshan shadow puppetry can be revitalised through digital game design by focusing on experiential, embodied, and procedural modes of cultural transmission. Consistent with UNESCO’s (2003) view of intangible cultural heritage as dynamic “living heritage,” the study shows that authenticity emerges not from reproducing exact material forms but from sustaining cultural principles such as gesture rhythm, silhouette logic, symbolic meaning, and performative structure. The visual translation study reveals that cultural identity is preserved when core symbolic markers remain intact, supporting Kirschenblatt-Gimblett’s (1998) understanding that heritage becomes meaningful through engagement rather than mere preservation.

[bookmark: _Toc216215178]5.1.2 Embodied Meaning-Making Through Player Action
The embodied movement case study highlights that bodily participation can communicate cultural worldviews more effectively than static representation. When players enact gestures derived from puppetry, they access layers of meaning embedded in rhythm, posture, and expressive control. This finding aligns with Csordas’s (1994) and Pink’s (2015) theories that embodiment is a fundamental way through which cultural knowledge is experienced and transmitted. Likewise, the cultural mechanics study demonstrates that ritual structures, relational values, and symbolic logics can be expressed procedurally, echoing Bogost’s (2007) argument that games can convey meaning through rules and systems rather than narrative alone.

[bookmark: _Toc216215179]5.1.3 Productive Tension Between Tradition and Innovation
A core insight is the productive tension between tradition and innovation. Transforming puppetry into a digital format requires adaptation, such as altering joint structures or modifying gesture timing, yet these hybrid forms still convey cultural significance. Bhabha’s (1994) theory of cultural hybridity frames this process as a generative negotiation space where new identities emerge. The iterative practice-based method further substantiates Borgdorff’s (2012) claim that artistic research produces situated and tacit knowledge inaccessible through textual analysis alone.

[bookmark: _Toc216215180]5.2 Broader Implications for Cultural Transmission Through Games
The findings also point to broader implications: digital games can foster long-term engagement through experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), motivational scaffolding (Deci and Ryan, 2000), and immersive flow states (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). These features allow cultural practices to be experienced, not merely observed.
Overall, this chapter positions digital game design as a powerful medium for cultural revitalisation, capable of activating embodied, symbolic, and procedural modes of heritage engagement.


















[bookmark: _Toc216215181]Conclusion
This research demonstrates that digital game design provides a meaningful pathway for revitalising Luoshan shadow puppetry by translating its aesthetic, embodied, and cultural principles into interactive systems. Through three practice-based case studies, the project shows that cultural identity can be preserved not only through representational fidelity but also through expressive gesture logic, symbolic structures, and procedural systems that reflect cultural worldview. This aligns with UNESCO’s (2003) understanding of intangible heritage as a living, adaptable process.

Methodologically, the research contributes to practice-based design studies by demonstrating how iterative prototyping and reflective practice generate tacit, situated knowledge, supporting Borgdorff (2012) and Gaver’s (2012) arguments regarding research-through-design. The project also expands theoretical understanding by showing how experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), embodiment (Csordas, 1994), and procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 2007) form effective strategies for cultural transmission in digital media contexts.

Although preliminary, the prototypes establish a foundation for future integrated game systems and highlight the importance of collaboration with heritage practitioners for culturally informed design. Future work may involve expanded user testing, narrative integration, and deeper community engagement.
Ultimately, the study affirms that digital games can function not merely as representational tools but as dynamic cultural environments where tradition is re-experienced, reinterpreted, and carried forward into contemporary life.
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