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Abstract 
Against the backdrop of the deep integration of 

digital media into sociocultural life, social media 

has become a major arena for the preservation, 

presentation, and reproduction of intangible cultural 

heritage. Xi’an shadow puppetry combines 

distinctive visual forms, vocal traditions, carving 

craftsmanship, and performance practices while 

embodying the historical experience, folk life, and 

local identity of the Guanzhong region. Drawing on 

cultural memory theory and employing literature 

review, theoretical analysis, and public case 

analysis, this study examines how Xi’an shadow 

puppetry is represented on social media through 

visual symbols, narrative content, and interactive 

communication. It further analyzes the role of these 

representations in preserving local historical 

memory, activating memories of folk life, and 

constructing local cultural identity. The findings 

indicate that social media has shifted Xi’an shadow 

puppetry from localized and co-present forms of 

memory toward digital, public, and participatory 

modes of remembrance. At the same time, platform-

based communication generates risks of content 

fragmentation, entertainment-oriented expression, 

and representational homogenization. Improving the 

quality of digital representation therefore requires 

fuller articulation of cultural context, the 

preservation of traditional authenticity within 

innovative narratives, and a collaborative 

communication system centered on heritage bearers 

and involving multiple stakeholders. 

 

Keywords: cultural memory; Xi’an shadow 

puppetry; social media; digital representation; 
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I. Introduction 
1.1 Research Background and Questions 

Chinese shadow puppetry uses leather or 

paper shadow figures as its primary medium and 

integrates manipulation, music, singing, and 

storytelling. Its associated skills have long been 

transmitted through families, performing troupes, 

and master–apprentice relationships. In 2011, 

Chinese shadow puppetry was inscribed on 

UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Humanity [11]. Shaanxi is a 

major region in which the art has historically 

circulated, while Xi’an, as a regional cultural center, 

concentrates performances, exhibitions, cultural-

tourism experiences, and creative-industry practices. 

With the growth of short-video platforms, 

livestreaming, and social media, shadow puppetry 

has moved from village stages, temple fairs, and 

festival rituals into urban public spaces and digital 

media. In this study, Xi’an shadow puppetry refers 

to performances, carving practices, and derivative 

cultural forms circulated in Xi’an and its social 

media environment that draw primarily on Shaanxi 

and Guanzhong shadow-puppetry traditions. 

Accordingly, the study addresses three questions: 

How is shadow puppetry represented on social 

media? What cultural-memory functions do these 

representations perform? What structural tensions 

arise from platformized communication? 

 

1.2 Research Objectives and Significance 

This study explains, from the perspective 

of cultural memory, the transformation of meaning 

that occurs when Xi’an shadow puppetry enters 

social media. Cultural memory research examines 

how societies understand the past through symbols, 

narratives, rituals, and media. From this perspective, 

social media is not merely a channel for transmitting 

shadow-puppetry content; it is a mnemonic 

environment that participates in content selection, 

meaning organization, and identity formation. 

Theoretically, the study connects cultural memory 

with the social-media communication of intangible 

cultural heritage, showing that digitization involves 

not only the transfer of materials and technological 
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display but also the reinterpretation of tradition by 

platforms, creators, and users. Practically, it 

challenges the tendency to evaluate heritage 

communication primarily through clicks, likes, and 

online popularity, and instead emphasizes the 

accuracy of cultural knowledge, the interpretive 

authority of heritage bearers, respect for regional 

diversity, and the capacity of digital content to 

sustain social memory over time. 

 

1.3 Methods and Analytical Procedure 

This study combines qualitative and 

quantitative approaches. First, it reviews research on 

cultural memory, mediated memory, and digital 

memory to establish the analytical framework. 

Second, it examines the social-media representation 

of shadow puppetry along three dimensions—visual 

symbols, narrative content, and user interaction—

and conducts an illustrative comparison of publicly 

available content on Douyin, Weibo, Xiaohongshu, 

and Bilibili. Third, a questionnaire survey is used to 

assess audience perceptions of social media’s 

capacity to preserve local historical memory. A total 

of 200 valid responses were obtained and analyzed 

using frequencies, percentages, and an aggregate 

agreement rate. 

The article proceeds from theoretical 

foundations to modes of representation, cultural-

memory functions, practical challenges, and 

optimization strategies, thereby establishing an 

analytical chain from media practice to cultural 

consequences. 

 

II. Literature Review and Theoretical 

Foundations 
2.1 Core Concepts of Cultural Memory Theory 

Halbwachs argues that individual memory 

is formed within social frameworks such as the 

family, religion, class, and local communities, and 

that collective memory is therefore selective and 

reconstructive in response to present needs [1]. Jan 

Assmann further distinguishes communicative 

memory from cultural memory: the former depends 

on everyday communication and intergenerational 

experience, whereas the latter achieves continuity 

across generations through texts, images, rituals, and 

institutionalized practices [2]. Erll likewise 

emphasizes that media are not external containers of 

memory but constitutive elements in the production 

of meaning [3]. From this perspective, once shadow 

puppetry enters social media, vertical-screen 

formats, video duration, hashtags, comments, and 

recommendation systems all become new conditions 

of remembering, and its cultural meanings are 

reorganized through these media forms. 

2.2 Social Media and the Representation of 

Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Digital media have shifted cultural memory 

from relatively stable texts and institutional archives 

toward networked spaces characterized by 

continuous connection and updating. Van Dijck’s 

work on mediated memories highlights how digital 

technologies transform the selection, editing, and 

sharing of memory [4], while Hoskins’s concepts of 

digital network memory and connective memory 

foreground the role of uploading, linking, 

commenting, and sharing in memory production [5–

6]. Research on digital heritage further shows that 

social platforms expand opportunities for public 

participation in cultural interpretation [7–8], even as 

classification, ranking, and engagement metrics 

shape which content remains visible [9–10]. 

Existing scholarship on shadow puppetry has largely 

focused on history, visual form, artistic 

characteristics, cultural and creative products, and 

digital design [16–18]. By contrast, the ways in 

which platform mechanisms select and reorganize 

the cultural memory of shadow puppetry remain 

insufficiently examined. 

 

2.3 Cultural-Memory Attributes of Xi’an 

Shadow Puppetry 

Shaanxi shadow puppetry as circulated 

through Xi’an’s urban communication carries three 

interrelated forms of cultural memory. First, 

traditional repertoires, character types, and 

performance conventions preserve historical 

narratives and social ethics. Second, performances 

embedded in temple fairs, festivals, and everyday 

entertainment carry memories of local folk life [11–

12]. Third, the forms of shadow figures, costume 

patterns, Guanzhong vocal styles, and carving 

techniques constitute recognizable regional symbols 

[16–17]. The significance of platform 

communication therefore lies not only in expanding 

visibility but also in determining which cultural 

elements are preserved, weakened, or reconstructed. 

 

III. Social-Media Representation of the 

Cultural Memory of Xi’an Shadow 

Puppetry 
3.1 Visual-Symbolic Representation: Digitizing 

the Visual Form of Shadow Puppetry 

The profile silhouettes, openwork patterns, 

and illuminated screen effects of shadow figures 

possess strong visual distinctiveness and are readily 

adapted to short-video covers, animated images, and 

platform-based graphic posts. Platform content often 

foregrounds carving, coloring, light transmission, 

and puppet movement, allowing viewers to observe 
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craft details that are difficult to see on a traditional 

stage. Such visualization facilitates the formation of 

rapidly recognizable cultural markers such as 

shadow puppetry and Shaanxi intangible cultural 

heritage. However, it may also marginalize vocal 

styles, scripts, musical accompaniment, and folk-

cultural contexts, reducing an integrated theatrical 

form to a predominantly visual spectacle. 

 

3.2 Narrative Representation: Retelling Local 

History and Memories of Folk Life 

Through voice-over, subtitles, music, and 

editing, social media reorganizes the history of 

shadow puppetry, traditional repertoires, production 

processes, the experiences of heritage bearers, and 

cultural-tourism encounters into narratives suited to 

online viewing. Stories of heritage bearers translate 

the abstract discourse of heritage safeguarding into 

concrete craft practices and intergenerational 

experience. Excerpts from traditional repertoires, 

meanwhile, make inherited stories more accessible, 

although short-form video’s emphasis on conflict 

and emotion may alter their original narrative 

rhythms. When shadow puppetry is linked to the 

ancient city, Chang’an culture, and cultural-tourism 

spaces, it also functions as a representation of the 

city. The trade-off is that specific folk traditions 

may be incorporated into a comparatively 

standardized urban-brand narrative. 

 

3.3 Interactive Representation: Participatory 

Production of Cultural Meaning 

Comments, reposts, favorites, danmu (real-

time on-screen comments), and user-generated 

adaptations transform audience interaction with 

shadow puppetry from immediate, co-present 

exchange into sustained online participation. Users 

evaluate visual form and craftsmanship, share 

viewing experiences, raise questions about cultural 

knowledge, and produce derivative works, thereby 

participating in the negotiation of cultural meaning. 

At the same time, open participation can amplify 

historical misinterpretation and blur regional 

distinctions. Whether participatory communication 

produces substantive cultural understanding 

therefore depends on the availability of verifiable 

explanations provided by heritage bearers, 

professional institutions, and researchers. 

 

3.4 Comparison of Communication Practices 

across Platforms 

To strengthen the empirical basis at the 

platform level, this study conducts an illustrative 

observation of publicly available content on four 

platforms. Douyin tends to enhance visual appeal 

through short-form video, Chinese-style (guofeng) 

aesthetics, and the integration of trending topics. 

Weibo more often uses news events and topic-based 

mechanisms to connect heritage practice with public 

cultural issues. Xiaohongshu emphasizes aesthetic 

presentation, production processes, and experiential 

sharing; an account associated with the Xi’an 

Museum of Ming and Qing Shadow Puppetry has 

accumulated approximately 180,000 followers. On 

Bilibili, the video When We Tried Turning Game 

Characters into Shadow Puppets has received more 

than 3.28 million views and over 180,000 likes, 

indicating a high level of interaction when 

traditional craftsmanship is combined with youth 

subcultures. 

These cases suggest that platforms do not 

neutrally reproduce shadow-puppetry culture. 

Rather, they recode it according to content formats, 

interaction mechanisms, and user demographics. 

Cross-platform variation is therefore an important 

condition for explaining the digital representation of 

shadow puppetry and provides concrete empirical 

support for the analysis of visualization, 

participatory communication, and the reconstruction 

of cultural memory. 

 

3.5 Survey Design and Sample 

The questionnaire was designed to examine 

audience evaluations of social media’s role in 

preserving the local historical memory of Xi’an 

shadow puppetry. It included five dimensions: 

preservation of digital traces, documentation of 

performance processes, documentation of shadow 

figures and craftsmanship, preservation of heritage 

bearers’ skills, and information completeness. The 

items respectively assessed the repeatability of 

digital viewing, the capacity to document 

performance and craft practices, the preservation of 

heritage bearers’ skills, and the completeness of 

titles, sources, and contextual information. 

A five-point Likert scale was used, ranging 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree and scored 

from 1 to 5. Respondents were limited to individuals 

who had encountered content related to Xi’an, 

Shaanxi, or Guanzhong shadow puppetry on short-

video, social-media, or other online platforms, 

ensuring that evaluations were based on actual 

media exposure. 

A total of 230 questionnaires were distributed and 

209 were returned. After 9 invalid responses were 

excluded, 200 valid questionnaires remained, 

yielding an overall valid response rate of 86.96%. 

The data were analyzed using frequencies, 

percentages, and an aggregate agreement rate, 

defined as the proportion of respondents selecting 
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agree or strongly agree among all valid responses. 

The survey is used only to support an assessment of 

audience perceptions; subjective evaluations are not 

treated as equivalent to the objective communication 

effects of platform content. 

 

IV. Cultural-Memory Functions of the 

Social-Media Representation of Xi’an 

Shadow Puppetry 
4.1 Preserving Local Historical Memory 

Traditional shadow-puppetry performance 

is immediate and site-specific, making its sounds, 

movements, and situated conditions difficult to 

preserve in full once a performance has ended. 

Digital video can document vocal styles, 

manipulation techniques, performance rhythms, 

shadow-figure forms, and production processes, 

giving embodied and orally transmitted knowledge a 

medium that can be revisited repeatedly. Cultural 

and tourism authorities have used oral-history films, 

project-practice videos, and transmission-oriented 

instructional films to document representative skills 

and have issued standards for the collection and 

cataloguing of digital resources related to intangible 

cultural heritage [13–14]. Platform content, 

however, may still disappear because of account 

closure, changes in platform rules, or copyright 

restrictions. Digital communication therefore needs 

to be linked to standardized archival practices. 

 

Table 4-1. Survey Results on the Role of Social Media in Preserving the Local Historical Memory of Xi’an 

Shadow Puppetry (N = 200) 

Survey 

dimension 
Survey item 

Strongly 

agree 

Agre

e 

Neut

ral 

Disag

ree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Aggregat

e 

agreemen

t 

rate 

Digital-trace 

preservation 

Social media can create 

repeatable digital 

records of Xi’an 

shadow puppetry 

92 

(46%) 

70 

(35

%) 

24 

(12

%) 

10 

(5%) 

4 

(2%) 
81% 

Performance 

process 

documentati

on 

Short videos and online 

audiovisual materials 

can relatively 

comprehensively 

preserve performers’ 

vocal styles, 

movements, and 

performance rhythms 

84 

(42%) 

72 

(36

%) 

28 

(14

%) 

12 

(6%) 

4 

(2%) 
78% 

Shadow 

figures 

and craft 

documentati

on 

Social media helps 

preserve shadow-figure 

forms, carving 

methods, and 

production processes 

88 

(44%) 

68 

(34

%) 

26 

(13

%) 

12 

(6%) 

6 

(3%) 
78% 

Heritage-

bearer 

skill 

preservation 

Digital video is 

important for 

preserving the 

distinctive skills of 

senior heritage bearers 

106 

(53%) 

62 

(31

%) 

20 

(10

%) 

8 

(4%) 

4 

(2%) 
84% 

Information 

completeness 

Shadow-puppetry 

videos on social media 

often lack complete 

titles, source 

information, and 

contextual background 

76 

(38%) 

74 

(37

%) 

32 

(16

%) 

12 

(6%) 

6 

(3%) 
75% 

 

The survey results broadly support the 

preceding analysis. The aggregate agreement rate 

was highest for the preservation of heritage bearers’ 

skills (84%), followed by the preservation of digital 
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traces (81%); documentation of performance 

processes and of shadow figures and craftsmanship 

each reached 78%. At the same time, 75% of 

respondents agreed that relevant videos often lacked 

complete titles, source information, or contextual 

background. These findings indicate that social 

media has considerable capacity for audiovisual 

documentation, but such records are not equivalent 

to complete, standardized, and traceable cultural 

archives. 

 

4.2 Activating Memories of Folk Life 

Screens, lighting, percussion, dialects, and 

traditional stories can evoke memories of temple 

fairs, festivals, and family entertainment. For 

younger audiences without direct experience of 

these settings, digital video provides an indirect 

route to understanding local folk culture. Nostalgic 

texts, narratives by heritage bearers, and live sound 

can also generate shared forms of public nostalgia 

[9]. Yet when communication repeatedly frames 

shadow puppetry as a disappearing old craft or a 

childhood memory, the tradition risks being fixed in 

the past. Activating cultural memory should 

therefore also make visible its contemporary 

practices of learning, performance, and innovation. 

 

4.3 Constructing Local Cultural Identity 

The repeated circulation of shadow-figure 

forms, Guanzhong vocal styles, traditional 

repertoires, and carving techniques on social media 

has made shadow puppetry an important symbol of 

the cultural image of Xi’an and Shaanxi. For local 

audiences, this public visibility can strengthen 

cultural belonging; for nonlocal audiences, it 

provides an entry point for understanding Xi’an’s 

history and Guanzhong culture. Intangible-heritage 

exhibitions, cultural-tourism experiences, and digital 

communication further reinforce its role in urban 

cultural representation [19–21]. However, the 

construction of local identity should not erase 

differences among Shaanxi regions in visual form, 

vocal style, and transmission practices. Where 

possible, platform content should therefore identify 

specific regional origins. 

 

V. Challenges in the Social-Media 

Representation of Xi’an Shadow 

Puppetry 
5.1 Fragmented Communication and Incomplete 

Cultural Memory 

The rapid-browsing logic of platforms often breaks 

complete repertoires into isolated movements, vocal 

excerpts, carving steps, or character images. 

Fragmentation lowers the threshold for viewing but 

weakens the relationships among plot, vocal 

performance, musical accompaniment, and folk-

cultural context. Broad labels such as millennia-old 

intangible heritage may further solidify unsupported 

assumptions when they substitute for historical 

evidence. The central issue is therefore not to 

eliminate short-form content, but to establish 

traceable knowledge connections among serialized 

posts, thematic pages, and digital archives. 

 

5.2 Entertainment-Oriented Expression and the 

Dilution of Cultural Meaning 

Entertainment has always been one of the cultural 

functions of shadow puppetry; the risk arises when 

traffic-driven logic overwhelms its other meanings. 

When popular music, internet slang, rapid editing, 

and sensational titles are detached from vocal 

traditions, repertoire, and cultural context, shadow 

puppetry may be reduced to an interchangeable 

visual shell. Similarly, repeatedly framing heritage 

bearers as elderly guardians of an old craft or as 

internet celebrities can obscure their professional 

knowledge and artistic judgment. Entertainment-

oriented expression should therefore serve as an 

entry point into traditional culture rather than a 

substitute for cultural substance. 

5.3 Homogenized Representation and the 

Narrowing of Cultural Images 

Recommendation systems tend to amplify 

topics that have already generated engagement, 

encouraging creators to repeat carving scenes, 

backstage manipulation, iconic figures, and stories 

about heritage bearers. Homogenization not only 

narrows the range of cultural memory but also 

makes repertoires, music, troupe organization, 

performance customs, and regional differences less 

likely to remain visible. If content is labeled only as 

Xi’an shadow puppetry or Shaanxi intangible 

cultural heritage without identifying schools, vocal 

styles, repertoires, or creators, audiences are left 

with a simplified brand image rather than culturally 

differentiated knowledge. 

 

VI. Strategies for Improving the Social-

Media Representation of Xi’an Shadow 

Puppetry from a Cultural Memory 

Perspective 
6.1 Strengthening Historical Continuity and 

Cultural Context 

Platform communication should develop a layered 

and serialized content structure. Individual short 

videos may function as visual entry points, while an 

account as a whole should cover historical origins, 

repertoires, vocal traditions, carving, performance 
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procedures, folk-cultural contexts, and the 

experiences of heritage bearers, with collections and 

links providing pathways to further knowledge. 

Posts about specific works should identify titles, 

makers, regional origins, dates, and contexts of use; 

historical claims should be supported by 

documentary evidence. The Shadow Puppetry 

Digital Museum has already brought together 

images, scripts, performances, vocal materials, and 

oral histories [20]. Such standardized archives can 

provide a reliable knowledge base for social-media 

communication. 

 

6.2 Innovating Digital Narratives while 

Maintaining Cultural Authenticity 

Intangible cultural heritage is living culture 

continually recreated by its practitioners; 

authenticity therefore does not preclude innovation 

but requires respect for core knowledge, cultural 

provenance, and heritage-bearing communities [15]. 

Short videos, animation, livestreaming, and virtual 

display can expand the digital expressive space of 

shadow puppetry, whose light-and-shadow effects 

and visual forms are well suited to visual adaptation 

[18]. Innovation should distinguish between cultural 

content and modes of presentation: vocal traditions, 

carving methods, codified character conventions, 

and repertoire knowledge require accurate 

representation, whereas camera work, subtitles, 

pacing, and interaction may be adapted to platform 

conventions. Modern adaptations should be 

explicitly identified as such, while the attribution, 

interpretive rights, and legitimate economic interests 

of heritage bearers and creators should be protected. 

 

6.3 Building a Multi-Stakeholder System for 

Cultural-Memory Communication 

The digital memory of Xi’an shadow 

puppetry requires the participation of heritage 

bearers, cultural institutions, researchers, schools, 

media organizations, platforms, and users. Heritage 

bearers should retain core interpretive authority and 

provide first-hand knowledge through oral accounts, 

demonstrations, and repertoire explanations. 

Cultural institutions and researchers should 

undertake documentation, verification, and long-

term preservation; schools can integrate local 

cultural education with digital creative practice; and 

platforms should improve knowledge annotation, 

error correction, and mechanisms for discovering 

high-quality content. Only by combining 

professional knowledge, public participation, and 

platform governance can digital communication 

move beyond short-term visibility toward more 

stable forms of cultural-memory production. 

VII. Conclusion 
7.1 Main Findings 

The study shows that social media 

reconstructs the communication environment of 

Xi’an shadow puppetry through visual symbols, 

narrative organization, and user interaction, shifting 

localized and co-present cultural memory toward 

digital, public, and participatory forms of 

expression. Its principal functions include 

preserving local historical memory, activating 

memories of folk life, and constructing local cultural 

identity. However, platform pacing, 

recommendation systems, and engagement metrics 

selectively amplify particular forms of content, 

creating risks of fragmentation, entertainment-

oriented expression, and homogenization. Expanded 

reach, therefore, should not be equated with 

effective cultural transmission. 

 

7.2 Contributions and Originality 

The principal contribution of this study is 

to apply cultural memory theory to the social-media 

representation of shadow puppetry and to shift 

analytical attention from communication popularity 

to the mechanisms through which memory is 

constructed. Using visual symbols, narrative 

content, and user interaction as analytical 

dimensions, and combining public cases from four 

platforms with a 200-respondent audience survey, 

the study demonstrates how platform mechanisms, 

content creators, and users jointly select and 

reorganize local historical memory, memories of 

folk life, and local identity. On this basis, it 

proposes that traffic-based indicators be 

complemented by content completeness, knowledge 

accuracy, stakeholder participation, and long-term 

preservation, thereby offering a more culturally 

grounded framework for evaluating the digital 

communication of intangible cultural heritage. 

 

7.3 Theoretical and Practical Implications 

These findings suggest that the central task 

of digital communication for intangible cultural 

heritage is not simply to transfer offline content 

online, but to manage the recontextualization of 

tradition within platform environments. In practice, 

a communication structure that links short-form 

video as an entry point, serialized content for 

interpretation, digital archives for preservation, and 

integrated online–offline experiences can help align 

communication efficiency with the quality of 

cultural interpretation. 
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7.4 Limitations and Future Research 

This study has two main limitations. First, 

materials from the four platforms were selected 

illustratively rather than through a unified sampling 

period and coding scheme; the findings therefore 

cannot be generalized to the overall distribution of 

content on each platform. Second, the questionnaire 

primarily captures audience perceptions and was not 

supplemented by interviews with heritage bearers or 

content creators. Future research could conduct 

systematic platform content analysis, digital 

ethnography, and multi-stakeholder interviews, 

while further examining the effects of algorithmic 

recommendation, digital copyright, generative 

artificial intelligence, and virtual reality on the 

production of cultural memory around shadow 

puppetry. 
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