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Abstract
This study investigates how contemporary packaging design, supported by small-scale augmented reality (AR) interactions, can contribute to the reactivation of Henan’s living cultural identity. Rather than relying on large immersive installations, the project adopts a practice-based design research approach to reinterpret the region’s “aesthetic DNA”—its bold linework, balanced compositions, symbolic motifs, and warm visual palette—through the context of Lingbao apple packaging. Drawing on constructivist and relational ontological perspectives, the research understands culture as a living and continuously reconstructed system, shaped by practice, interpretation, and engagement.
The methodology combines cultural visual analysis, iterative packaging prototyping, AR micro-narrative exploration, and reflective documentation. Through this process, the study develops contemporary design translations of Henan paper-cutting and shadow puppetry, examining how these elements can operate within modern packaging structures without becoming superficial decoration. The AR component adds narrative depth, offering users short symbolic or pattern-based interactions that reveal cultural meaning rather than functioning as spectacle.
The findings suggest that packaging can serve as a meaningful cultural interface, especially for young consumers, gift buyers, and cultural tourists, helping cultural practices return to everyday life. The project demonstrates that culturally grounded design strategies can support both regional identity and rural revitalisation, offering a replicable methodological model for integrating traditional aesthetics with contemporary communication technologies.
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[bookmark: _Toc216185975]1. Introduction
Regional culture plays a critical role in shaping collective identity, aesthetic values, and everyday practices. In China, Henan holds a distinctive position as one of the historical cores of Chinese civilisation. Its cultural heritage—expressed through folk arts such as paper-cutting, shadow puppetry, woodblock prints, ritual customs, and agricultural traditions—reflects what may be described as a shared “aesthetic DNA”: bold visual structures, balanced compositions, symbolic motifs, and a long-standing connection between craft and everyday life. However, despite these rich cultural resources, many traditional practices struggle to stay relevant within contemporary society. Younger audiences often perceive them as distant, static, or disconnected from modern consumption and media environments. This disconnect suggests an urgent need for new forms of cultural communication that can bridge tradition and contemporary experience.
[image: ]     [image: ]
Parallel to this challenge is another emerging opportunity. Henan is not only culturally significant but also one of China’s largest agricultural provinces. Its well-known products—such as Lingbao apples, Wenxian yam, and Xinyang Maojian tea—carry both economic value and cultural symbolism. In recent years, national policy has increasingly emphasised integrating agriculture, culture, and tourism as a strategy for rural revitalisation (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, 2024). This creates a space where design can intervene: cultural packaging can act not only as a commercial medium but also as a cultural interface that connects consumers to local identity, values, and narratives.
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This essay investigates how contemporary design practice can reactivate Henan’s cultural identity through the combined use of cultural packaging and AR-based micro-narrative experiences. The focus is not on large-scale immersive installations, but on small-scale, accessible interactions embedded in everyday objects—particularly agricultural gift packaging. Packaging offers a tangible medium with broad accessibility, cultural visibility, and strong potential for narrative embedding. AR provides a flexible digital layer capable of presenting symbolic motifs, visual evolution, cultural stories, or ritual meanings in a dynamic but controlled way. Together, they offer a design strategy that merges materiality and digital augmentation to support cultural sustainability.
The core research problem addressed in this essay is:
How can practice-based design methods reactivate the aesthetic DNA of Henan culture through contemporary packaging and AR micro-narratives, fostering emotional connection and cultural understanding among modern audiences?
To answer this question, the essay adopts a practice-led research approach, in which design acts as both the method and the means of inquiry. Rather than examining culture only through analytical frameworks, this study uses making—sketching, visual prototyping, material exploration, and AR conceptual testing—to generate new insights about how traditional aesthetics can be reinterpreted without reducing them to superficial decoration or entertainment. This approach aligns with constructivist ontology, which views cultural meaning as continuously reconstructed through human action, and interpretivist epistemology, which holds that knowledge emerges through reflective engagement with context and practice.
The practical component uses Lingbao apples as an initial case study due to their strong cultural recognisability and symbolic value within Henan’s agricultural identity. The visual language for the packaging concept draws primarily from Lingbao paper-cutting, supplemented by selected symbolic gestures from regional shadow puppetry. Rather than visually replicating folk motifs, the design explores methods for abstracting and transforming these forms into contemporary patterns, structures, and colour systems. An AR layer is proposed as an optional digital extension, offering micro-narratives such as evolving paper-cut patterns, symbolic storytelling, or culturally informed visual transitions. These interactions are not designed as entertainment spectacles but as small, meaningful encounters that deepen the consumer’s understanding of the cultural context behind the product.
By combining regional cultural analysis, design practice, narrative framing, and reflective evaluation, this essay aims to contribute to ongoing discussions about cultural sustainability, local identity, and design’s role as a mediator between tradition and modernity. More broadly, the project offers an example of how designers can respond to both cultural and socio-economic needs by developing strategies that support cultural transmission while aligning with contemporary market realities.

















[bookmark: _Toc216185976]2. Literature Review
Reactivating regional cultural identity through design requires an understanding of three interrelated domains: intangible cultural heritage (ICH), contemporary cultural communication, and practice-based design research.
[bookmark: _Toc216185977]2.1 Intangible Cultural Heritage and Cultural Continuity
UNESCO’s definition of intangible cultural heritage emphasises continuity, community participation, and ongoing re-creation (UNESCO, 2003). Rather than viewing heritage as static or museum-bound, the Convention highlights that cultural practices remain alive only when communities continue to adapt and reinterpret them. Scholars have argued that treating heritage as a fixed artefact often results in cultural stagnation, misrepresentation, or commercial oversimplification (Smith, 2006; Harrison, 2013). Instead, heritage should be understood as a living cultural process shaped by social interaction, memory, and creative transformation.
Chinese scholarship similarly proposes that ICH should be revitalised through integration with contemporary life (Lixian & Qiang, 2018). Studies emphasise the importance of connecting heritage with modern contexts, including education, tourism, and creative industries (Zhu, 2021). In the context of Henan, folk arts such as paper-cutting, shadow puppetry, and regional motifs are deeply embedded in local identity but are at risk of disappearing due to urbanisation, generational shifts, and limited cultural visibility (Gao, 2019).
The challenge, then, is not simply to preserve forms, but to reactivate meanings. This aligns with the intention of this research: to explore how contemporary design—especially packaging and AR—can enable new forms of engagement that respect traditional knowledge while fostering renewed relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc216185978]2.2 Cultural Communication and Design Translation
Recent design research has explored how cultural meaning can be translated into contemporary visual communication. Hall (2019) argues that cultural identity is expressed through symbolic systems—motifs, colour, composition—that operate as “visual narratives.” Designers, therefore, must negotiate between authentic expression and creative reinterpretation.
Several scholars caution against aesthetic superficiality in cultural redesign. Kimbell (2015) suggests that design must engage with cultural context rather than extract motifs as decorative elements. Similarly, Chen (2020) notes that many commercial applications of Chinese folk art suffer from symbolic flattening, turning rich cultural systems into market-friendly illustrations. Authentic design translation requires understanding cultural logic, ritual function, and community meaning.
In parallel, the packaging design field has increasingly recognised packaging as a “cultural interface.” According to Underwood and Klein (2021), packaging not only communicates product information but also shapes consumer perceptions of origin, identity, and emotional value. For regional or agricultural products, culturally expressive packaging can support local branding, cultural pride, and rural revitalisation (Li & Zhang, 2022).
This literature directly supports the premise of this research: packaging can play an important role in cultural reactivation by making regional identity visible, accessible, and emotionally resonant.
[bookmark: _Toc216185979]2.3 AR and Digital Augmentation in Cultural Experience
Augmented reality provides a unique opportunity to create micro-narrative experiences—short, meaningful interactions layered onto physical objects. Research on AR in cultural contexts shows that digital augmentation can enhance emotional engagement, knowledge acquisition, and visitor participation (Jung et al., 2018; tom Dieck & Jung, 2020).
For example, Haugstvedt and Krogstie (2012) demonstrate that AR can make cultural heritage more memorable by combining embodiment and narrative cues. Similarly, Yung and Khoo-Lattimore (2019) find that AR increases youths’ interest in cultural content by offering interactive and playful encounters. Importantly, multiple studies argue that AR should not be used merely as visual spectacle; its value lies in narrative framing, contextual depth, and audience participation (Economou & Meintani, 2011).
In packaging design, AR has been explored as a tool for brand storytelling, providing consumers with access to layered information through scanning or interaction (Rauschnabel, 2021). While commercial applications focus on marketing, this research extends AR toward cultural communication, using it as a vehicle to present symbolic meaning, folk aesthetics, and regional identity.
This literature suggests that AR micro-narratives—small, accessible, meaningful—may be more effective for cultural engagement than large-scale immersive installations, especially in everyday contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc216185980]2.4 Practice-Based Design Research
My study is grounded in practice-based research, where design itself produces knowledge. Vaughan (2017) argues that practice-based inquiry generates insights that cannot be accessed through theory alone, especially in domains involving cultural meaning, aesthetics, and tacit knowledge. The process of making becomes a form of reasoning, revealing constraints, potentials, and new connections.
Candy and Edmonds (2018) emphasise that practice-led research is suitable for projects where exploration, iteration, and reflection are central. Cultural design is one such field: the translation of folk aesthetics requires experimentation with form, narrative, material, and experience. Through sketching, prototyping, and AR testing, new understandings emerge about how cultural logic can be transformed.
This supports the methodological foundation of the project: by making packaging prototypes and AR concepts inspired by Henan cultural DNA, the research aims to generate new insights into cultural reactivation strategies.















[bookmark: _Toc216185981]3. Methodology
This research adopts a practice-based design methodology, supported by qualitative cultural analysis and reflective inquiry. Because the project seeks not only to examine Henan cultural identity but also to develop design strategies that can actively reactivate it, the making process becomes a central mode of knowledge generation. 
[bookmark: _Toc216185982]3.1 Research Design: Practice-Based Inquiry
Practice-based design research positions making as the primary method of inquiry. Vaughan (2017) argues that design practice can reveal knowledge that cannot be accessed purely through textual or theoretical analysis, particularly when the subject matter involves tacit cultural meaning, aesthetic interpretation, and experiential qualities. Candy and Edmonds (2018) similarly emphasise that practice-led inquiry is suitable for projects requiring iterative experimentation and reflective transformation.
In this study, the design process is not merely a demonstration of cultural ideas; rather, it becomes the mechanism through which understanding is developed. Activities such as sketching, visual abstraction, motif extraction, colour system construction, packaging structure exploration, and AR micro-narrative development are treated as research acts. As each stage of making unfolds, it generates new questions, challenges initial assumptions, and reveals cultural nuances that textual analysis alone may overlook. This approach aligns with Schön’s concept of “reflection-in-action” (1983), which highlights how designers respond to situations dynamically, allowing practical knowledge to surface through the embodied act of designing.
[bookmark: _Toc216185983]3.2 Ontological and Epistemological Position
The ontological foundation of the research draws on constructivism and relational ontology. Within this perspective, culture is understood not as a static entity preserved in museums but as a living system that is continuously reconstructed through interaction, practice, and reinterpretation (Smith, 2006; UNESCO, 2003). Cultural meaning is therefore seen as emerging through relationships among people, artefacts, rituals, and contemporary social contexts.
Epistemologically, the study adopts an interpretivist and practice-led stance. Knowledge is generated through subjective interpretation, iterative making, and context-sensitive reflection rather than through detached or purely quantitative measurement. This orientation is especially appropriate for cultural design research, where meaning, aesthetic quality, and emotional experience cannot be adequately captured through statistical analysis. The resulting knowledge is thus situated, reflective, and grounded in lived engagement with cultural materials.
[bookmark: _Toc216185984]3.3 Methods and Procedures
[bookmark: _Toc216185985]3.3.1 Cultural Visual Analysis
The first stage of the research involves analysing visual and symbolic elements drawn from Henan aesthetics, particularly Lingbao paper-cutting, regional motifs, and selected aspects of shadow puppetry. The analysis pays special attention to the structure of lines, the role of symmetry and composition, the symbolic meanings embedded within motifs, the colour palettes associated with regional identity, and the ritual or narrative functions of particular forms. Together, these elements help clarify what this essay refers to as Henan’s “aesthetic DNA,” a cultural system that can guide contemporary design translation. Literature on visual culture (Hall, 2019) and on the transformation of folk art in design contexts (Chen, 2020) provides theoretical support for this analytical framework.
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[bookmark: _Toc216185986]3.3.2 Packaging Design Prototyping
The packaging prototypes—initially explored through sketches and later developed digitally—function as practice-based experiments. Through these prototypes, the research examines how traditional motifs may be abstracted into contemporary forms, how packaging structure and material choices can reinforce cultural expression, and how symbolic meaning can be embedded within a design without reducing tradition to decorative cliché. The prototypes also help test how audiences may interact with packaging as a cultural interface. The choice of Lingbao apples as the project’s product context provides a strong intersection between cultural meaning, local identity, and regional economic relevance. Because Lingbao apples play a significant role in Henan’s agricultural landscape, they offer an appropriate platform for cultural reactivation.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc216185987]3.3.3 AR Micro-Narrative Exploration
Instead of producing large-scale immersive installations, the project develops small-scale AR concepts integrated into the packaging experience. These AR micro-narratives may involve gradually evolving paper-cut patterns, symbolic transitions in which motifs unfold or recombine, short visual sequences inspired by folk stories, or layered interactions that reveal embedded cultural meanings. The intention is not to create technological spectacle, but to deepen cultural understanding through brief, meaningful, and contextually grounded interactions. This approach aligns with research demonstrating that AR strengthens cultural engagement when narrative meaning is prioritised over visual spectacle (Jung et al., 2018; Rauschnabel, 2021).
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[bookmark: _Toc216185988]3.3.4 User and Context Considerations
Although comprehensive user testing is beyond the scope of this initial essay, the project identifies three primary audience groups: young consumers between approximately 15 and 35 years old, urban gift buyers, and cultural tourists. This selection reflects the argument by Yung and Khoo-Lattimore (2019) that younger generations respond particularly well to interactive and narrative-rich cultural experiences. Informal feedback from peers and potential users—such as fellow students and young designers—has been incorporated to refine perceptions of user appeal, clarity, and cultural depth. These insights help shape assumptions regarding how audiences may engage with the proposed packaging and AR system.
[bookmark: _Toc216185989]3.3.5 Reflective Documentation
Reflective documentation forms an essential part of the methodology. Throughout the process, decisions, challenges, and insights are recorded through sketchbooks, digital mood boards, reflective writing notes, prototype photography, and AR concept storyboards. This mode of documentation enables the research to capture tacit knowledge that emerges through making and reflection. It ensures that the project generates not only design outcomes but also methodological insights into how cultural DNA can be reactivated through packaging and AR.
[bookmark: _Toc216185990]3.4 Integration of Methods
The methods employed in this study do not operate as isolated stages but as interconnected and overlapping processes. Cultural visual analysis informs the abstraction of motifs; prototyping exposes constraints and possibilities that reshape AR concepts; narrative experimentation influences packaging composition; and reflective documentation helps reinterpret the cultural and aesthetic significance of emerging design decisions. This cyclical and integrative structure aligns with established models of practice-based research that emphasise iterative cycles of analysis, making, reflection, and refinement (Vaughan, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc216185991]3.5 Ethical Considerations
Working with cultural materials requires careful attention to ethical authenticity and sensitivity. To avoid superficial appropriation, the project respects the symbolic meanings embedded within folk motifs, avoids direct copying of traditional artworks, and prioritises abstraction and reinterpretation over mimicry. It emphasises cultural narrative meaning rather than exoticised aesthetics and ensures that design decisions contribute to cultural continuity rather than merely following commercial trends. These ethical positions echo broader scholarly discussions about respectful cultural representation in design (Harrison, 2013; Chen, 2020).













[bookmark: _Toc216185992]4. Cultural Analysis and Practice Development
[bookmark: _Toc216185993]4.1 Henan Cultural Aesthetic DNA
Henan, as the core region of ancient Chinese civilisation, has developed a visual and symbolic tradition that appears consistently across folk art, ritual practice, and material culture. Despite stylistic differences among crafts such as paper-cutting, shadow puppetry, embroidery, and folk painting, several underlying qualities recur throughout these forms. Through visual research, museum archives, field documentation, and relevant literature on Central Plains aesthetics (Zhang, 2015; Gong, 2020), four major cultural characteristics become evident. Henan artwork typically employs bold and expressive linework, where strong outlines and decisive strokes convey rhythm, strength, and emotional vitality. Balance and symmetry are equally important, expressed through architectural layouts, ritual objects and folk compositions that value harmony and cohesion. Symbolic motifs also play a central role, with animals, plants and abstract shapes used to express blessings, virtues or cosmological beliefs. Finally, traditional Henan crafts embrace a warm colour palette dominated by red, yellow and earth tones, which reflect agricultural identity and evoke warmth, festivity and ritual meaning. Together these features constitute what this research terms Henan’s “aesthetic DNA,” forming the cultural logic that guides contemporary reinterpretation.
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[bookmark: _Toc216185994]4.2 Selected Cultural Focus: Lingbao Paper-Cutting
Within the range of Henan cultural materials, Lingbao paper-cutting was selected as the primary source for design translation. This decision is supported by three considerations. First, the craft contains rich symbolism embedded within its motifs, making it suitable for narrative development in AR contexts. Second, its distinctive visual coherence—characterised by bold silhouettes and clear outlines—translates effectively into modern graphic systems, vector forms and digital animation. Third, Lingbao paper-cutting is geographically aligned with Lingbao apples, the chosen agricultural product for this study, thus enabling a coherent cultural narrative. Therefore, the value of this material lies not only in its decorative potential but also in its structural, symbolic and regional significance.
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[bookmark: _Toc216185995]4.3 Cultural Material Translation into Packaging Design
The translation of cultural material into packaging design begins with motif extraction, structural experimentation, and colour development. Instead of replicating paper-cut patterns, the design process focuses on interpreting the underlying cultural logic. Motifs such as birds, flowers and circular compositions are analysed for their symbolic significance before being abstracted into contemporary geometric or semi-figurative visuals. This approach avoids superficial borrowing and instead maintains cultural integrity through reinterpretation. The packaging structure also reflects cultural principles through balanced layouts, layered openings and crafted surfaces that echo the spatial qualities of traditional paper-cutting. Likewise, colours are selected to evoke warmth, auspiciousness and agricultural identity, using red, gold and earth tones in a refined, contemporary manner.

[bookmark: _Toc216185996]4.4 AR Micro-Narratives as Cultural Interface
The physical packaging presents the primary cultural layer, while augmented reality introduces a secondary interpretive layer. Because the research does not aim to produce large-scale immersive installations, AR is instead used as a micro-narrative tool embedded into the everyday interaction of scanning packaging. Several conceptual narrative formats are proposed. One approach involves dynamic paper-cut transformations, where motifs unfold or recombine in subtle, poetic movements akin to a slow-evolving kaleidoscope. Another approach introduces short story-based scenes that briefly illustrate the cultural significance of symbolic patterns. A third method involves layered information reveals, enabling users to access historical context, craft processes or geographical background as they choose. Across all variations, AR functions not as entertainment spectacle but as a medium that deepens cultural understanding, aligning with scholarly findings on AR’s educational and interpretive potential (Jung et al., 2018).
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[bookmark: _Toc216185997]4.5 Alignment Between Cultural Analysis and Practice
The integration of packaging and AR with Henan’s aesthetic DNA addresses the research question by positioning packaging as a cultural interface and AR as a narrative extension. Through this approach, design becomes a mediator that reconnects traditional symbolism with modern experience. The practice experiment reconstructs cultural identity in a contemporary context, offers cultural value to commercial agricultural products, and supports broader discussions on rural revitalisation. By emphasising reinterpretation rather than replication, the project contributes to a living evolution of Henan cultural practices.

[bookmark: _Toc216185998]5. Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc216185999]5.1 Cultural Reactivation Through Everyday Interfaces
One of the central insights emerging from the research is that cultural revitalisation does not require monumental installations or immersive spectacles. Instead, everyday objects such as packaging can function as accessible cultural interfaces that reintegrate tradition into daily life. Packaging circulates widely across social groups, occupies a tactile and intimate space, and is deeply connected to gifting rituals in Chinese society. Because it sits at the intersection of commerce and culture, packaging becomes an ideal medium through which Henan’s aesthetic identity can re-enter contemporary experience. This supports perspectives from design anthropology suggesting that cultural transmission is most resilient when embedded in everyday practices rather than isolated within museum settings (Suchman, 2011; Gunn, Otto & Smith, 2013). Thus, packaging serves as a site of cultural mediation that bridges past and present.
[bookmark: _Toc216186000]5.2 Beyond Representation: Translation as Cultural Method
The research findings indicate that simple representation of traditional motifs does not achieve meaningful cultural reactivation. Replication risks reducing heritage to decorative symbols detached from community meaning, a concern widely discussed in cultural appropriation studies (Kumar, 2019). In response, this project adopts translation as its primary design strategy. Translation involves analysing the structural logic of motifs, interpreting symbolic meaning rather than copying visual form, and reshaping cultural aesthetics to align with modern visual language. By following this approach, the project supports the understanding of heritage as an evolving practice rather than a fixed repository (Smith, 2006). The reinterpreted aesthetic DNA—expressed through bold linework, balanced compositions, symbolic layers and earth-toned palettes—demonstrates how tradition can be renewed without losing its identity.
[bookmark: _Toc216186001]5.3 AR as Micro-Narrative Rather Than Spectacle
Current cultural AR practices often prioritise technological spectacle, which can transform cultural expression into entertainment and dilute its meaning. In contrast, this research positions AR as a subtle interpretive layer that enhances, rather than overshadows, cultural experience. AR micro-narratives offer low technological barriers, wide accessibility and the ability to present layered information. Scanning the packaging allows users to engage with slow-evolving paper-cut animations, symbolic transitions or short narrative fragments. This strengthens cultural understanding without requiring intensive hardware or overwhelming sensory experiences. Such an approach aligns with findings that AR is most meaningful when it supports comprehension and interpretation rather than providing distraction (Yovcheva et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc216186002]5.4 Cultural Economy, Revitalisation and Design
The research aligns with China’s national strategy to integrate agriculture, culture and tourism as part of rural revitalisation. Henan’s agricultural products possess high market visibility, yet often lack narrative depth. By embedding aesthetic DNA into packaging and enriching it with AR-based cultural narratives, design becomes a strategic tool that enhances cultural value and supports regional economic development. This demonstrates how design can operate not only in aesthetic domains but also in socio-economic systems, echoing Manzini’s (2015) perspective on design for social innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc216186003]5.5 The Tension Between Cultural Integrity and Commercial Adaptation
A key challenge encountered in the research is maintaining a balance between authentic cultural expression and contemporary commercial needs. Cultural heritage requires depth, contextual understanding and ethical representation, while commercial packaging demands clarity, simplicity and market appeal. The research addresses this tension through a layered storytelling structure in which surface aesthetics attract contemporary consumers, symbolic translation introduces cultural depth and the optional AR layer provides deeper interpretive content. This layered system allows diverse audience groups to engage at different levels without compromising cultural integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc216186004]5.6 Research Contribution and Theoretical Implications
The project makes several contributions to cultural design research. First, it proposes a model for identifying and activating regional aesthetic DNA, offering a transferable analytical framework for other cultural contexts. Second, it demonstrates how practice-based inquiry can produce embodied, tacit and experiential knowledge that cannot be accessed through theoretical analysis alone (Niedderer & Roworth-Stokes, 2007). Third, it outlines a cultural-economic strategy in which packaging becomes a medium for cultural communication and economic revitalisation. Collectively, these contributions illustrate design’s capacity not only to represent culture but to investigate and evolve it.
























[bookmark: _Toc216186005]6. Conclusion
This research set out to explore how contemporary design can contribute to the revitalisation of Henan’s living cultural practices by shifting the focus from heritage-as-object to heritage-as-practice. Rather than approaching culture as something fixed and preserved in museums, the project argues that cultural identity is continuously reconstructed through daily rituals, social interactions, and material engagements. Packaging design—an often overlooked but widely circulated cultural medium—offers a powerful interface through which regional aesthetics and symbolic meanings can be reintroduced into everyday life.
Through analysing Henan’s aesthetic DNA, the research identified core visual properties such as bold symmetrical forms, stylised symbolic motifs, and warm earth-tone palettes. These elements, rooted in folk arts like Lingbao paper-cutting and shadow puppetry, were translated into contemporary packaging forms that maintain cultural integrity while appealing to modern visual sensibilities. Importantly, the aim was not to replicate tradition but to reinterpret it, following the principle that cultural transmission requires renewal rather than imitation.
The integration of AR micro-narratives further deepened this cultural interface. Instead of relying on large-scale immersive installations—which are often inaccessible or overly spectacular—the project used AR as a subtle interpretive layer. Scanning the package could reveal short visual transformations, symbolic animations, or narrative fragments explaining the cultural origins of specific motifs. This approach supports multi-level engagement: consumers can appreciate the product visually, interact with cultural content at their own pace, and gain insight into the narratives embedded within Henan’s folk practices.
A key contribution of this research is demonstrating how design can simultaneously support cultural communication and regional economic development. Henan’s agricultural products—such as Lingbao apples, iron-stick yam, and Xinyang Maojian tea—possess strong market potential but often lack narrative-driven branding. The project aligns with China’s national rural revitalisation strategies, which emphasise the integration of agriculture, culture, and tourism. By embedding cultural aesthetics into product packaging and extending cultural narratives through AR, the research outlines a design-driven model that enhances product value while strengthening cultural awareness.
The discussion also highlighted several tensions, including the challenge of balancing authenticity and commercial accessibility. This was addressed through a layered storytelling approach that allowed tradition to remain embedded while adapting to contemporary consumer expectations. The project also acknowledges limitations: it represents a conceptual exploration rather than a fully implemented product line, and future work should involve collaboration with local artisans, cultural practitioners, and rural stakeholders to validate cultural accuracy and economic feasibility.
Nevertheless, the research illustrates how practice-based design inquiry can generate cultural knowledge that differs from theoretical analysis alone. Through making, testing, and reflecting, the project engaged with cultural materiality in ways that textual research cannot. It demonstrates that design is not only a tool for communication but also a method of cultural investigation—capable of revealing new insights, reframing traditional practices, and enabling innovative pathways for cultural sustainability.
Ultimately, the project proposes a model where packaging functions as a cultural interface, AR acts as a narrative connector, and design becomes a bridge between regional tradition and contemporary life. In doing so, it contributes to broader discussions on how living cultural practices can remain meaningful in a rapidly digitising world, offering a pathway for Henan culture to be seen, understood, and felt by wider audiences today.
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