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ABSTRACT 

This research aims to compare the shadow puppets in Kelantan, Malaysia and Shaanxi, 

China by providing new insights into the preservation and development of this traditional 

art form through cross-cultural comparative analyses using qualitative and inductive 

methods along with elements and principles of design, Iconography, Cultural 

Anthropology, and Gestalt theory. The objectives of this research are to (1) analyse the 

visual style variations in shadow puppets from these two regions, (2) investigate how 

social and cultural influences the shadow puppets in these two regions and (3) explore 

ways of emphasizing cultural identity in a globalized context. The research unfolds in four 

phases. First, is the historical and cultural review which explores the craftsmanship, 

performance, carving techniques, stage settings, and storytelling styles. Followed by an 

examination of the visual elements and design principles in both regions, analysing 

changes in styles, investigating societal and cultural influences, and exploring approaches 

emphasizing cultural identity in the context of globalization. Contributions encompassed 

innovative research methods revealing influences on visual styles, with findings 

highlighting disparities in cultural contexts, carving techniques, visual styles, and cultural 

influences between Kelantan and Shaanxi. The study underscored cultural diversity 

preservation, advocating augmented and virtual reality use, and adapting traditional visual 

art to contemporary contexts. It offers key insights into visual styles, diversity preservation, 

and interdisciplinary research. Recommendations suggest exploring intangible cultural 

heritage conservation and expanding research methods to understand cultural differences in 

traditional art. 
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Kajian Perbandingan Gaya Visual Boneka Bayangan Kelantan dan Shaanxi 

ABSTRAK 

Penyelidikan ini bertujuan untuk membandingkan wayang kulit di Kelantan, Malaysia dan 

Shaanxi, Chinamelalui analisis perbandingan silang budaya dengan menggunakan kaedah 

kualitatif dan induktif berserta elemen dan prinsip rekaan, Ikonografi,Antropologi Budaya, 

dan teori Gestalt. Objektif penyelidikan ini adalah untuk (1) menganalisis variasi gaya 

visual dalam wayang kulit dari kedua-dua wilayah, (2) mengenalpasti bagaimana sosial 

dan budaya mempengaruhi rekaan wayang kulit di kedua-dua wilayah dan (3) meneroka 

cara untuk mengketengahkan identiti budaya dalam konteks globali. Penyelidikan 

dijalankan dalam empat fasa. Fasa pertama adalahmelalui tinjauan sejarah dan budaya 

yang meneroka penghasilan seni kraf wayang kulit, persembahan, teknik, ukiran, 

penyediaanpentas, dan gaya penceritaan. Sumbangan penyelidikan ini merangkumi 

kaedah penyelidikan inovatif yang mendedahkan pengaruh pada gaya visual, dengan 

penemuan menyerlahkan perbezaan dalam konteks budaya, teknik ukiran, gaya visual dan 

pengaruh budaya antara Kelantan dan Shaanxi. Kajian itu menekankan pemeliharaan 

kepelbagaian budaya, menyokong penggunaan realiti tambahan dan maya, serta 

menyesuaikan seni visual tradisional kepada konteks kontemporari. Ia menawarkan 

pandangan utama ke dalam gaya visual, pemeliharaan kepelbagaian dan penyelidikan 

antara disiplin. Kajian ini mencadangkan penerokaan pemuliharaan warisan budaya tidak 

ketara dan meluaskan kaedah penyelidikan untuk memahami perbezaan budaya dalam 

seni tradisional. 

Kata kunci: Wayang kulit Kelantan, Wayang kulit Shaanxi, persembahan wayang kulit, 

ikonograf, gaya visual 
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CHAPTER 1  
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 

This research explores the visual styles of shadow puppets in Kelantan, Malaysia, 

and Shaanxi, China, with a focus on exploring the nuanced artistic expressions shaped by 

distinct cultural backgrounds. The analysis unfolds within the dual framework of 

comparative research and specific thematic exploration, aiming to reveal the rich artistic 

tapestry encapsulated in the traditional art form of shadow puppets in these two regions. 

The visual styles of shadow puppets, such as form, colour, pattern, and 

ornamentation, are highly rich. Serving as a folklore culture in miniature, shadow puppets 

provide a unique lens for comprehending the cultural influences and aesthetic preferences 

of both regions. This research employs a cross-cultural comparative research approach, 

integrating inductive and comparative analyses and drawing on theoretical perspectives 

from design, cultural anthropology, and iconography. The primary goal is to uncover the 

unique artistic characteristics across diverse cultural contexts via shadow puppets in 

Kelantan and Shaanxi. Special attention is devoted to exploring how these visual styles 

integrate with modern culture and cutting-edge technology, as well as how they contribute 

to the establishment of cultural identity through the recognition of national visual symbols 

in the era of globalization—an unexplored field in academia, especially in arts and culture.  

The study commences with a comprehensive literature review to establish a holistic 

understanding of the traditions and developments in shadow play in the selected two 

regions. Subsequently, a detailed analysis of the visual elements, including making 
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techniques, performance styles, and visual aesthetics, were conducted. This exploration 

spans from specific visual elements to the application of design principles, aiming to delve 

into the similarities and differences in visual characteristics. Concurrently, through an 

iconographic case study, an investigation into cultural influences, religious aspects, and the 

impact of other art forms would unfold, shedding light on how these factors manifest in the 

visual expressions of shadow puppets. 

Through a comprehensive examination of visual styles and cultural influences, this 

research aims to provide valuable comparative insights into the traditional arts of Kelantan 

and Shaanxi, offering both theoretical and practical revelations for cultural heritage 

preservation The ultimate objective is to propose viable solutions for the purpose of 

safeguarding cultural diversity, enhancing cultural identity, and mitigating cultural erosion 

in the era of cultural globalization. 

1.2 Research Background 

The research background of this study is not only concerned with the challenges of 

traditional arts in the context of globalization, but also pays special attention to shadow 

puppet as a marginalized traditional visual art form. 

In today's wave of globalization, traditional folk art is facing both new 

opportunities and unprecedented challenges in the face of its uniqueness and cultural 

values (Anufrieva et al., 2015). With the evolution of social structures and values, as well 

as the rise of modern technology and entertainment culture, the survival and development 

of traditional art forms have become increasingly complex. According to Lufkin (2016), in 

the last century, the conflict between modern culture and traditional folk art has become a 

prominent focus. The rapid globalization of modern entertainment has exacerbated the 
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conflict. Traditional arts uphold a long history, deep cultural connotations, and social 

identity, while modern entertainment focuses on novelty, excitement and rapid 

dissemination. The collision between the two creates a cultural tension that makes 

traditional art appear more marginal in the modern entertainment-dominated era.  

The increase in global cultural interaction has led to the interpretation and influence 

of visual styles across cultures. Rodil et al., (2012) provided an example of a young 

Western designer who accepted the challenge to work with local designers and active 

collaborators from traditional villages, together with community members (elders and 

youth) to design a 3D graphics visualization of a small village in Southern Africa. This is a 

brilliant example of cultural interaction. This cultural exchange may also lead to the loss 

and integration of traditional visual elements, posing a potential threat to the identity of 

traditional art forms. Against this background, we need to have a deep understanding of the 

impact of globalization on traditional art forms, especially the challenges posed in terms of 

visual expression and cultural heritage. 

Kozbelt (2016) and Eijck (2012) stated that changes in socio-cultural factors have a 

profound impact on the visual expression of traditional art, and changes in religion, social 

structures and values could all cause visual styles to evolve within traditional art forms. An 

in-depth understanding of how these socio-cultural factors affect the visual expression of 

traditional art is essential to ensure that traditional art maintains its fundamental identity as 

it evolves. This also makes it necessary for researchers to explore the ways in which these 

underlying cultural changes shape traditional art forms in their studies. 

Traditional arts need to find new ways to maintain their appeal and attract the 

attention of younger generation. This study explores how we can breathe new life into 
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traditional art and make it better suited to the needs of modern society, through the 

integration of virtual reality and augmented reality technologies, as well as the 

combination of contemporary narrative techniques and installation art. In this broader 

research context, our focus on traditional art becomes clearer. This fusion of technology 

and tradition can not only stimulate artistic innovation but also meet the expectations of 

contemporary audiences for diversity and interactivity. 

At the international level, according to the UNESCO Universal Declaration on 

Cultural Diversity (UNESCO, Nov 2, 2001), inheritance and development are regarded as 

the main tasks of the preservation of cultural diversity whereby the international 

community has begun to pay attention to the preservation of shadow theatre as a cultural 

heritage. UNESCO has listed shadow puppetry of five countries as the Oral and Intangible 

Heritage of Humanity, namely Indonesia and Cambodia in2008, Turkey in 2009, Syrian 

Arab Republic in 2018, and China. Chinese shadow puppetry has been added on to the 

Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) of Humanity in 2011 by the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, n.d.), which 

reflects the international recognition of this traditional art. While in Malaysia, a scholar 

from the Universiti Kuala Lumpur Malaysian Institute of Information Technology (UniKL, 

n.d.) received a grant from UNESCO to digitally preserve Malaysian shadow play 

puppetry or the Wayang kulit, which was also listed as the National Intangible Heritage of 

Malaysia in 2007 (Jabatan Warisan Negara, Nov 6, 2023). The Tourism and Culture 

Minister at the time, Datuk Seri Mohamed Nazri Abdul Aziz told reporters after the launch 

of the “Wayang Kulit Nusantara: Symbolism Behind the Screen” exhibition at the National 

Museum in 2016 that Malaysia's Wayang kulit, has its own distinct characteristics. 


