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Abstract 

This study proposed an operational pathway to sustain Yunnan Opera as living intangible 

cultural heritage by moving from cultural consciousness (“knowing its value”) to cultural confidence 

(“acting on that value”) and then to practical methods. The research combined documentary 

analysis, multi-site case mapping, and field interviews and observations in Yunnan to link value, 

ecology, and implementation.  

A four-part cultural value framework was developed, encompassing ritual and ethics, 

aesthetics and emotion, and identity and recognition, with “habitat quality” (accessible venues, 

predictable schedules, and basic media support) as a cross-cutting driver. The findings indicated 

that cultural value was generated through routine use and participation—regular performances, 

learning pathways, and community engagement—rather than through static preservation of 

repertoire alone. 

On this basis, the study specified a set of reversible and auditable methods for 

contemporary practice: small-format thematic performances (20–40 minutes) suitable for schools 

and community stages; micro-innovation in vocal and orchestral treatment that refined but did not 

alter core timbres; modular upgrades in lighting, scenery, costumes, and visual identity; classroom 

micro-units and public explainers that turned spectators into learners; and digital pipelines 

(archives, live streaming, and short videos) designed to convert online attention into offline 

attendance. 

mailto:858374365@qq.com1m
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These tools are integrated into a Protect–Use–Innovate cycle implemented through light 

“ecosystem coupling” among communities, professional troupes and academies, and public-

culture platforms, coordinated by an annual set of “living indicators” that track repertoire 

restoration, performance frequency, youth participation, digital reach, and canon integrity. The 

model contributes a habitat-centered, evidence-based approach to ICH safeguarding and offers a 

practical reference for operationalizing UNESCO-oriented principles in resource-constrained 

cultural environments. 

Keywords: Yunnan Opera; Intangible Cultural Heritage; Cultural Consciousness; Cultural 

Confidence; Living Transmission; Reversible Innovation 
 

Introduction 

Yunnan Opera is a regional theatre form that embodies ritual practice, moral education, 

aesthetic cultivation, and local identity in Southwest China. Its inscription on China’s national 

intangible cultural heritage (ICH) list recognizes this significance, but formal recognition alone does 

not guarantee vitality. Without stable audiences, apprenticeships, and functioning venues, the form 

risks being reduced to a static cultural symbol rather than a living practice. In the current media 

environment, attention is fragmented, yet new channels for documentation, education, and 

engagement have emerged, opening possibilities for reactivating Yunnan Opera in everyday life 

(Figure 1). 
 

 
 

Figure 1 The styling of Yunnan Opera actors (Source: Photographed by the researcher) 



 636 วารสารสหวทิยาการมนุษยศาสตร์และสังคมศาสตร์ ปีท่ี 9 ฉบบัท่ี 2 (มนีาคม - เมษายน 2569) 

The safeguarding challenge, therefore, is not only to preserve scripts and scores but to 

rebuild the conditions under which people learn, perform, witness, and identify with Yunnan 

Opera. Field observation and policy review reveal three structural gaps. First, audience rebuilding: 

the need to move from occasional spectatorship to communities of practice across theatres, 

campuses, and public spaces. Second, methodical innovation: the lack of clear, reversible 

procedures for updating themes, refining orchestration and staging, and modernizing visual 

presentation without violating core canons of vocal law, role categories, and codified stagecraft. 

Third, infrastructure and assessment: weak linkages between digital archives, streaming and 

short-video pipelines, classroom micro-units, and annual “living indicators” that could turn good 

intentions into measurable progress. 

These concerns resonate with existing scholarship on minority and regional theatre in 

China. Mackerras (1992) describes how local forms negotiate “integration and difference,” working 

within national frames while sustaining distinctive expressive grammars and social roles. 

Ethnomusicological studies in Yunnan, such as those by Rees (1995, 2021), highlight the 

importance of cultural “habitats”—venues, routines, and publics—in sustaining multiple repertoires 

in small-town lifeworlds. Research on ICH in the information age further emphasizes the potential 

of digital tools and public-culture platforms to support documentation, education, and circulation, 

while warning against purely symbolic or tourism-driven approaches that weaken artistic canons 

(Guo, 2020). Together, these perspectives suggest that safeguarding Yunnan Opera requires an 

ecology-based, participation-oriented strategy. 

In response, this study develops an innovative-methods framework tailored to Yunnan 

Opera as living ICH. Methodologically, it combines documentary analysis, multi-site case mapping 

within Yunnan, and fieldwork based on semi-structured interviews and on-site observation. 

Conceptually, it advances a staged arc from cultural consciousness to cultural confidence and then 

to methodological design and co-creation, linking value clarification with participation and shared 

making. Practically, it specifies a coordinated Protect–Use–Innovate pathway within a tripartite 

ecosystem that connects community actors, professional troupes and academies, and public-

culture platforms. The research aims to translate declarative pride into operational confidence so 

that Yunnan Opera is not only cherished but also used, taught, iterated, and embraced by new 

generations. 
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Research Objectives  

This study aims to: 

1. To study the cultural value and ecological “habitats” of Yunnan Opera, to locate its 

functions across ritual/ethics, aesthetics/emotion, and identity/recognition, and to specify the 

venue–schedule–media conditions that enable routine use. 

2. To study reversible, assessable methods for contemporary practice, to propose low-

risk approaches—theme updates, micro-innovation in vocal/orchestral practice, staging/visual 

tweaks, pedagogy toolkits, and digital pipelines—without breaching core canons. 

3. To study a governable Protect–Use–Innovate cycle, to build a community–

troupe/academy–platform coordination mechanism governed by an annual living-indicators 

dashboard that supports evaluation and rollback. 
 

Literature review 

Value and Ecology: Local Foundations 

Rees (1995) argues that safeguarding intangible cultural heritage requires cultivating 

cultural “habitats” such as venues, publics, and time structures, rather than simply preserving 

texts or scores. His ethnographic research in Lijiang illustrates how multiple repertoires of music 

and theatre coexist in marketplaces, festivals, and daily life, highlighting the necessity of routinized 

circulation and predictable cultural calendars for sustaining practices like Yunnan Opera. Building on 

this perspective, Rees (2021) further demonstrates how music, tourism, and cultural exchange 

among the Naxi integrate into visitor economies and identity projects. This ecosystem-based 

approach underscores the importance of connecting stage practice with cultural industries and 

public culture, providing Yunnan Opera with insights into balancing community performance, 

institutional support, and modest tourism interfaces without undermining artistic canons. 

Yunnan Local Theatre: Experience and Knowledge Systems. 

Studies of local theatre in Yunnan reveal how grassroots knowledge and organizational 

systems underpin sustainability. Yue and Seekhunlio (2023), in their doctoral research on 

Songming Lantern Opera, document its historical evolution, stylistic traits, ensemble organization, 

and community-based training practices. They show that mechanisms such as regular rehearsals, 

role rotation, and informal pedagogy stabilize participation even without significant institutional 

funding. Their subsequent work (Yue & Seekhunlio, 2023) extends this analysis by emphasizing 

preservation mechanisms that link documentation, pedagogy, and public-cultural programming 



 638 วารสารสหวทิยาการมนุษยศาสตร์และสังคมศาสตร์ ปีท่ี 9 ฉบบัท่ี 2 (มนีาคม - เมษายน 2569) 

into a continuous practice loop, offering a replicable model for Yunnan Opera’s routine activation. 

Similarly, Ailin (2021) analyze Duangong Opera in Zhaotong, mapping its ritual linkages and 

intergenerational learning routines, which rely on role-focused coaching and socially recognized 

occasions of performance. Zou (2024) further contributes a programmatic framework for 

inheritance and protection, stressing project scoping, task division, timelines, and evaluation 

criteria, aligning with a Protect–Use–Innovate approach. Collectively, these studies provide Yunnan 

Opera with practical strategies for role categorization, rehearsal scheduling, apprenticeship 

building, and long-term planning. 

Information and Education: Methods for the Current Era 

Recent scholarship highlights the role of education and contemporary methodologies in 

sustaining intangible cultural heritage. Fu (2023), drawing on craft ICH, advocates integrating 

industry, education, and project-based development through value-chain thinking. Although 

primarily addressing handicrafts, the approach is transferable to performance ICH, suggesting that 

curriculum design, institutional partnerships, and sustainability mechanisms can underpin Yunnan 

Opera’s long-term vitality. Complementarily, Wu and Yang (2023) examine how teaching practice 

can foster cultural self-consciousness and confidence, emphasizing the role of classroom and co-

curricular design in cultivating identification and participation. Their findings support the 

establishment of “into campus” initiatives—such as clubs, micro-courses, and showcases—as 

effective means of building youth pipelines and expanding Yunnan Opera’s audience base through 

structured learning and routine performance opportunities. 
 

Research Methodology  

This study combines documentary analysis, multi-site case mapping, and fieldwork (semi-

structured interviews plus on-site observation) to specify operable, reversible, and assessable 

methods for the living transmission of Yunnan Opera. Questionnaires are intentionally excluded, 

and cross-theatre comparisons are avoided to maintain focus on in-province practice and method 

design. 

Documentary Analysis 

The first stage of the research relies on documentary analysis, focusing on policy 

frameworks related to intangible cultural heritage safeguarding, regional cultural histories, and 

performance studies of Yunnan Opera and related local theatre forms. The sources include national 

and provincial cultural policies, troupe yearbooks and program notes, archival scripts and scores, 
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as well as academic scholarship that clarifies canons such as role categories, vocal systems, 

staging conventions, and public-culture mechanisms. The purpose of this analysis is threefold: to 

construct a conceptual map linking value, ecology, and method; to compile a canon checklist for 

auditing innovation proposals; and to develop an inventory of existing public-culture pipelines and 

digital resources that may support the revitalization of Yunnan Opera. 

Multi-site Case Mapping (within Yunnan; not centered on a single community) 

The second stage of the research involves multi-site case mapping within Yunnan, 

deliberately avoiding an exclusive focus on a single community. Practices are examined across 

three fields that collectively sustain living transmission. The first field consists of professional 

troupes and academies, which contribute through repertory retention and restoration, the staging 

of new productions, rehearsal regimes, training ladders, and systematic documentation practices 

including scores, cue sheets, and staging diagrams. The second field includes public-culture 

programs and routine performances, such as community stages, small theatres, cultural-benefit 

shows, festival circuits, and streaming or short-video dissemination connected to offline events. 

The third field concerns campus clubs and courses under the “ICH into campuses” initiative, where 

micro-curricula, student ensembles, masterclasses by inheritors, and periodic showcases help 

transform learners into participants and entry-level performers. The mapping process ultimately 

yields a topology of actors and venues, frequency calendars for performances and training, and 

profiles of program formats that highlight their respective cost–benefit patterns. 

Fieldwork: Semi-structured Interviews and On-site Observation 

The third stage employs fieldwork combining semi-structured interviews with on-site 

observation. Interviews are conducted with key stakeholders, including inheritors, directors and 

musicians, grassroots cultural officers, and audience representatives. The interviews focus on 

several thematic areas: the perceived boundaries between change and canon, the feasibility of 

micro-innovations in themes, orchestration, staging, and visual design, the mechanisms for 

pipeline building such as role training, coaching, and evaluation, and the role of digital practices in 

converting online engagement into physical attendance or enrollment. On-site observations 

complement these interviews, paying attention to stagecraft cues, rehearsal discipline, audience 

engagement patterns, and the broader “habitat” conditions such as venue accessibility, 

scheduling, and community partnerships. To ensure ethical standards and validity, all participants 

are informed of the study’s purpose, anonymity is respected upon request, and findings are 

triangulated across documents, interviews, and observation notes. 
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To synthesize the methodological design and ensure clarity of operationalization, Table 1 

summarizes the relationship between each method block, its target objects or sites, and the 

corresponding indicators. 
 

Table 1 Method–Object–Indicator  

Method block Objects / Sites Key indicators (examples) 

Documentary analysis 
Policies; troupe archives; scripts/scores; 

program notes; prior studies 

Canon checklist (roles, vocal systems, staging 

rules); existing digital assets; policy levers 

Case mapping – Professional 

troupes/academies 

Provincial/municipal troupes; academy 

programs 

Repertoire restored/season; new productions; 

performance frequency; training ladder 

integrity 

Case mapping – Public-

culture programs 

Community/small theatres; cultural-benefit 

runs; festivals; streaming channels 

Attendance; repeat-visit rate; stream 

views/retention; O2O conversion (online to 

onsite) 

Case mapping – Campus 

clubs/courses 
Schools, student ensembles, masterclasses 

Youth coverage (participants/contact hours); 

skill milestones; showcase frequency 

Field interviews 
Inheritors; directors/musicians; cultural 

officers; audience reps 

Boundaries of canon vs. change; feasible 

micro-innovations; bottlenecks/resources 

On-site observation 
Rehearsals; performances; classes; 

community events 

Engagement cues; habitat quality (venue 

access, scheduling fit) 

Synthesis & audit 
Cross-source triangulation; annual 

dashboard 

Living indicators panel: restored repertoire, 

performance frequency, youth coverage, 

digital reach, O2O conversion 

 

Research results 

1. Cultural Value Framework: Ritual–Ethics–Aesthetics–Identity 

This study develops a four-part cultural value framework to explain why safeguarding 

Yunnan Opera requires more than the preservation of repertoire. The findings synthesize data from 

documentary analysis, policy documents, academic studies, and interviews with six inheritors, two 

troupe directors, and four audience representatives. Observation notes from three small-theatre 

performances in Kunming, Dali, and Yuxi provided further contextual evidence. Sustainable 

transmission depends on rebuilding the social habitats in which value is produced, circulated, and 

experienced. 
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   1.1 Ritual and Ethics 

   Yunnan Opera is deeply rooted in calendrical festivals, temple fairs, community 

celebrations, and life-cycle ceremonies. Documentary sources and local chronicles show that these 

ritual occasions historically provided fixed time-slots and spatial anchors for performance, a pattern 

that was confirmed in interviews with inheritors and village cadres. Within these contexts, 

performance renews local moral grammars—such as filial devotion, loyalty, and reciprocity—by 

assembling dispersed kin and neighbors in shared time. Observation notes from temple-fair 

performances recorded audience peaks at scenes where role types clearly embodied virtues such 

as filial piety or righteous protest, illustrating how moral narratives are reinforced through 

repeated, situated enactment. The didactic force lies not only in textual content but also in situated 

repetition: audiences repeatedly encounter familiar role types and moral arcs within recognizable 

ritual settings, reinforcing social expectations. For this dimension, safeguarding is best assessed not 

by textual survival alone but by indicators such as the frequency of ritual contexts, community 

invitations, and continuity of customary time-slots. 

   1.2 Aesthetics and Emotion 

   The affective foundation of Yunnan Opera rests on its composite vocal systems—

including silk-string, huqin, and Xiangyang styles—alongside codified role categories and gestural 

repertoires. These elements function as emotional anchors: timbre, melodic contour, and pacing 

trigger shared memories and regional taste, while stylized movement translates ethical conflict into 

embodied experience. In three observed performances, applause and focused attention clustered 

around canonical vocal segments and highly codified gesture sequences, indicating that audiences 

still recognize and respond to these aesthetic markers even when plots or settings are modestly 

updated. Living transmission depends on keeping these aesthetic canons audibly and visibly 

present in contemporary venues, even when themes or staging are modestly updated. Key 

indicators for this dimension include the presence of canonical segments per performance, 

observable audience resonance cues such as applause peaks or post-show commentary, and 

proficiency milestones of musicians and actors. 

   1.3 Identity and Recognition 

   As a regional cultural emblem, Yunnan Opera concentrates symbolic capital and 

provides a ladder from watching to learning to transmitting. Policy documents, publicity materials, 

and interview data with youth participants show a recurring progression: spectators become fans, 

join campus clubs or community ensembles, and some eventually enter more formal 
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apprenticeship channels. This progression turns spectators into fans, amateurs, club members, and 

eventually apprentices, thereby stabilizing the audience base while generating cultural confidence. 

Recognition operates in two directions: inwardly, as community pride and local branding, and 

outwardly, as cultural tourism and inter-city exchanges. Crucially, such recognition is sustainable 

only when canonical sound and style remain legible. Monitoring should therefore emphasize 

indicators such as youth coverage, ensemble or club membership, repeat-visit rates, and 

showcase pipelines that connect campuses with community stages. 

   1.4 A Cross-cutting Local Order 

   Across all three dimensions, the decisive factor is habitat quality, encompassing 

accessible small theatres and community stages, predictable schedules, and light-touch 

institutional support in the form of public-culture programming, modest grants, and media 

pipelines. Multi-site case mapping shows that sites with weekly or biweekly mixed bills and stable 

venues maintained higher attendance and more repeat visitors than places relying mainly on 

occasional, large-scale events. These elements allow the four dimensions to reinforce one another: 

ritual settings gather people, aesthetic anchors translate assembly into emotion, identity pathways 

transform emotion into participation, and participation replenishes ritual calendars. The framework 

thus provides both diagnostic clarity—clarifying what counts as “alive”—and design targets that 

inform what should be built, funded, taught, and tracked. 

Taken together, the four dimensions form a coherent system that connects cultural value 

with practical indicators for safeguarding and revitalization. To visualize this system, Figure 2 

presents the quadrant diagram of interrelated dimensions, while Table 2 provides the operational 

matrix linking each dimension with measurable indicators. Both are placed below to consolidate 

the framework into a clear methodological reference. 
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Table 2 Four Dimensions—Supporting Elements—Observable Indicators 

Dimension Core supporting elements Observable indicators (examples) 

Ritual / Ethics 
Festival/temple/life-cycle slots; role-type 

morality; community invitations 

Ritual-setting frequency per year; invitations by 

villages/associations; adherence to customary  

time-slots 

Aesthetics / 

Emotion 

Silk-string / huqin / Xiangyang vocal systems; 

role categories; codified gesture 

Canonical segment presence; musician/actor 

proficiency rubrics; audience resonance (applause 

peaks, comment sentiment) 

Identity / 

Recognition 

Clubs, campus ensembles, amateur ladders; 

local branding; exchange programs 

Youth coverage (participants/contact hours);  

repeat-visit rate; club membership growth; 

showcases and exchanges 

Habitat  

(cross-cutting) 

Small theatres/community stages; schedule 

predictability; media pipelines 

Performance frequency; venue access score;  

digital reach and O2O conversion (online to onsite 

attendance) 

 

 
 

Figure 2 The quadrant diagram of interrelated dimensions (Source: Constructed by the Researchers) 
 

2. Innovative Methods for Contemporary Practice 

The aim of innovation in Yunnan Opera is not to dilute its traditional identity under 

modernization but to renew its relevance through incremental, reversible, and auditable methods. 

Evidence from policy documents (Guo, 2020), interview transcripts (n=12), and rehearsal 

observations indicates that practical innovation emerges where local troupes possess both creative 

autonomy and canon auditing mechanisms. In three mapped sites, directors, musicians, cultural 

officers, and student participants described concrete trials in themes, orchestration, staging, 

pedagogy, and digital communication, and these accounts were cross-checked against 

programme notes and on-site observations to identify patterns that were both artistically 

acceptable and operationally feasible. 
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   2.1 Theme Updates 

   Contemporary audiences engage most strongly when canonical values are presented in 

familiar and relatable contexts. Case-based dramaturgy can focus on themes of loyalty and 

righteousness, everyday ethics such as caregiving and intergenerational dilemmas, women’s 

agency, and civic or family–nation sentiments. New works remain anchored in established role 

systems and dramatic arcs; innovation lies in situational framing—issues such as market fairness, 

migration, or volunteerism—that map classical conflicts onto lived realities. Short-form thematic 

scenes of 20–40 minutes are particularly effective as entry points for school programs and 

community showcases, with the potential for later expansion into full-length productions. 

Observation of campus performances showed that these short scenes maintained attention 

throughout, and repertory committees in two troupes responded by formally cataloguing successful 

miniatures for future reuse, demonstrating how data from practice fed back into repertoire 

decisions. 

   2.2 Micro-innovation in Vocal Systems and Orchestration 

   The composite vocal systems of silk-string, huqin, and Xiangyang must remain intact, 

with permissible refinements focused on nuance rather than alteration. Acceptable techniques 

include dynamic shading, tempo elasticity in recitative passages, and subtle textural reinforcement 

(for example, light plucked instruments) to clarify melodic contours in larger venues. Any orchestral 

additions must remain auxiliary, never substituting core timbres, and should be restricted to 

transitional cues or entrances. Rehearsal rubrics must ensure that role audibility and rhyme 

intelligibility are consistently preserved. When post-performance feedback or backstage listening 

checks suggested that auxiliary parts were masking core timbres or blurring rhyme lines, these 

additions were reduced or removed, confirming that micro-innovation was governed by clear 

rollback criteria derived from practice. 

   2.3 Stage and Visual Modernization 

   Selective modernization in stagecraft can enhance clarity without compromising 

tradition. Modular soft scenery, segmented lighting, and a vocabulary of sign-icons—props and 

costume accents that instantly signal role categories or locales—enable efficient staging across 

diverse venues. Costume and makeup adjustments should accentuate traditional silhouettes and 

color logic while improving fabric durability and visual legibility under stage lighting. All visual 

updates are first tested in small-theatre contexts; only after successful evaluation of audibility and 

legibility should they be scaled to larger venues. 
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   2.4 Teaching and Communication Toolkits 

   Transmission depends on equipping both learners and audiences with accessible 

pedagogical tools. A “micro-unit” curriculum of 10–15 minutes can introduce role types, gesture 

clusters, and melodic kernels, transforming passive spectators into active learners. Oral-history 

capture and the digitalization of scores and beat-cues provide a standardized foundation for 

training across schools and community studios. Public-facing materials, such as one-page “listen 

for this” guides or short 60–120 second gesture demonstrations, bridge the gap for first-time 

audiences while deepening the engagement of repeat visitors. 

   2.5 Digital Infrastructure 

   A robust digital ecosystem ensures year-round circulation and connection between 

online and offline participation. Strategies include live streaming coordinated with small-theatre 

productions, short-video reels drawn from rehearsals and post-performance discussions, and a 

searchable online archive containing scripts, cue sheets, and licensed performance clips. Crucially, 

every digital component should be linked to O2O (online-to-offline) conversion, with embedded 

next-event links and analytic feedback loops that inform season planning and resource allocation. 

These five method clusters are designed as modular interventions. A troupe may begin 

with short thematic scenes and micro-unit curricula, later adding lighting upgrades or textural 

reinforcement as capacity allows. Each step must be evaluated against agreed living indicators—

performance frequency, youth participation, digital reach, and O2O conversion—to ensure that 

innovation generates sustainable use rather than superficial novelty. Table 3 summarizes the 

implementation pathways, potential risks, and rollback standards associated with each cluster. 
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Table 3 Operational Checklist for Innovative Methods 

Method Implementation scenarios Risk points Rollback standards 

Theme updates 

Short “theme scenes” in 

schools/community theatres; 

festival one-acts 

Moral arcs drift from role logic; 

excessive prose narrative 

Restore classical conflict spine; 

re-insert set pieces for each role 

type 

Micro-innovation 

in vocal/ orchestration 

Dynamic shading; tempo 

bridges; light plucked doubling 

Core timbre masked; 

rhyme/blessing lines lose clarity 

Remove auxiliary layer; revert to 

baseline tempo; re-balance until 

lyrics intelligible at back row 

Stage/visual 

modernization 

Modular lights/soft scenery; 

sign-icon props; durable 

fabrics 

Visuals overshadow singing; 

silhouette/ color logic broken 

Reduce light intensity/motion; 

revert to canonical silhouette and 

palette chart 

Teaching & 

communication toolkits 

Micro-units in “ICH into 

campuses”; pre-show 

explainers; post-show demos 

Fragmented learning; mismatch 

with local repertoire 

Re-sequence units by local tune 

kernel; align demos with 

upcoming programs 

Digital infrastructure 

Live streams tied to runs; short 

reels; archive cloud with 

search 

Vanity metrics without 

attendance; rights confusion 

Pull items lacking O2O uplift; 

enforce rights log; prioritize clips 

with ≥X% conversion 

 

3. The “Protect–Use–Innovate” Pathway and Ecosystem Coupling 

   3.1 Archive to Activate: Safeguarding that Feeds Practice 

   Protection begins with repertory restoration and the creation of a portable knowledge 

base that can be readily taught, staged, and searched. Priority is given to pieces with strong local 

recognizability and clear role logic. For each selected work, teams document scripts, cue sheets, 

canonical vocal segments from the silk-string, huqin, and Xiangyang systems, as well as staging 

patterns captured in audiovisual form. Parallel oral histories preserve stylistic judgments—such as 

lift, breath, pacing, and cadence—that are rarely encoded in written records. All materials are 

consolidated in a searchable archive indexed by role types, tune kernels, gesture clusters, and 

venues, with minimal metadata (title, segment, roles, vocal system, location, date, rights). 

Crucially, this protection strategy yields curriculum-ready micro-extracts of two to five minutes, 

ensuring that what is preserved can be immediately integrated into teaching. Field observations in 

schools and community studios confirmed that these short, archive-derived segments were the 

most frequently used materials in introductory training sessions, demonstrating a direct link 

between archiving and activation. 
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   3.2 Stages as Habitats: Routine Use Beyond One-off Spectacle 

   Safeguarding acquires permanence only when practice becomes routine. The proposal 

emphasizes small-theatre and community runs on predictable calendars—weekly or biweekly—

favoring low-cost, high-frequency formats such as 60–90 minutes mixed bills anchored by one 

canonical scene. A “no wrong door” approach welcomes new audiences with short pre-show 

explainers, concise “what to listen for” guides, and brief post-performance demonstrations. In 

educational settings, clubs and micro-courses transform spectators into learners, while 

masterclasses led by inheritors provide both authority and inspiration. Each offline event is 

mirrored online through rehearsal snippets, talkbacks, and scene highlights, all linked to upcoming 

performances to build O2O (online-to-offline) conversion loops. Observation notes recorded that 

audiences who encountered both pre-show explainers and follow-up digital content were more 

likely to attend subsequent performances, illustrating how stage habitats and media loops work 

together. 

   3.3 Gentle Innovation with a Brake: Reversible and Auditable Change 

   Innovation is deliberately modest, reversible, and subject to canon audits. The first 

pathway involves thematic miniatures of 20–40 minutes that rearticulate values of loyalty, 

everyday ethics, women’s agency, and civic or family–nation sentiment in contemporary settings 

without disrupting role systems or vocal structures. The second involves cross-domain 

refinements—modular lighting, soft scenery, and subtle textural reinforcement—that enhance 

clarity in mixed venues without masking core timbres or altering silhouettes and color logic. Every 

trial is evaluated through a canon audit checklist covering role audibility, rhyme intelligibility, and 

costume silhouette and palette. Each change carries explicit rollback standards, such as restoring 

baseline tempo, removing auxiliary textures, or simplifying light motion, to ensure that adjustments 

remain accountable. Observed rehearsal cycles showed this logic in practice: when a new lighting 

sequence was judged to distract from the main vocal line, the team reverted to a simpler plot in 

the next performance, demonstrating how gentle innovation operates with an effective “brake.” 

   3.4 Three-Node Governance and Living Metrics: Coupling the System 

   A sustainable cycle requires coordination among three nodes: community actors, 

professional troupes and academies, and public-culture platforms. Community groups—

neighborhood committees, clubs, and volunteers—secure venues, mobilize audiences, and host 

post-show engagement. Troupes and academies provide canon expertise through coaching, role 

training, and repertoire curation, while also leading innovation audits. Public-culture platforms, 
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including cultural centers, media outlets, and festivals, contribute by providing schedules, micro-

grants, streaming channels, and rights management. Coordination is light but consistent: quarterly 

reviews align calendars, rights records, and resource exchanges. Progress is guided by a compact 

dashboard of living indicators: repertoire restored, performance frequency, youth coverage 

(measured in participants and contact hours), digital reach (views and retention), and O2O 

conversion rates. Two qualitative measures complement the metrics: canon integrity, assessed by 

senior artists, and audience resonance, captured through post-show feedback and classroom 

reflections. 

In this integrated loop, Archive to Activate supplies content and standards; Stages as 

Habitats transform these into shared time; Gentle Innovation with a Brake ensures relevance 

without loss of integrity; and Three-Node Governance sustains the cycle with evidence-based 

decision-making. Together, these elements convert cultural consciousness into operational 

confidence, supporting Yunnan Opera as a living, teachable, and cherished practice. 
 

Discussion 

1. The boundary of change 

For Yunnan Opera, the non-negotiables are the vocal law, role system, and codified 

gesture/stagecraft—the grammar that renders ethical meaning and local memory audible and 

visible. Our results indicate that innovation is most productive when it is gradual, reversible, and 

assessable: small thematic reframings; micro-shadings in dynamics, tempo bridges, or textural 

reinforcement; and modular upgrades in lighting, scenery, costume, and visual cues that accent 

rather than overwrite the canon. Fieldwork showed that auxiliary instruments or lighting effects 

were retained only when they did not blur rhyme lines or mask core timbres, and were rolled back 

in subsequent performances once singers and inheritors judged them distracting. Each trial should 

carry explicit rollback criteria (e.g., lyric intelligibility at the back row; preservation of 

silhouette/palette logic; role audibility rubrics). This stance aligns with ecological views that treat 

repertoire as living function rather than static text—value emerges in use, but use must still speak 

the inherited grammar (Mackerras, 1992). Where Mackerras emphasizes negotiation between 

local forms and national frames at the level of discourse, the present study extends this 

negotiation into concrete audit tools—segment presence, role audibility, and palette logic—that 

operationalize “change within grammar” in day-to-day troupe practice. 
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2. Audience ecology as the core variable 

The decisive shift is from passive watching to participatory practice. In our sites, 

spectators become fans, learners, volunteers, and eventually co-creators through short explainers, 

school-based micro-units, and post-show demos. Interview data from students and cultural 

officers confirmed this ladder, with participants describing how micro-units and post-show 

demonstrations “made it easier to join in” rather than just watch. This ladder stabilizes attendance, 

generates youth pipelines, and improves rehearsal economies (chorus bodies, movement support, 

backstage crews). The pattern matches county-town coexistence models in which routine 

availability and predictable calendars, not one-off spectacle, sustain genres (Rees, 1995). Our 

contribution is operational: participation “sticks” when tied to habitats (small theatres, community 

stages, regular slots) and when digital touchpoints are coupled to online-to-offline conversion 

rather than free-floating reach. 

3. Replicability and constraints 

Scaling beyond sampled locales depends on three recurrent conditions. Cultural capital: 

recognizable scenes, senior artists willing to coach, and community partners that legitimate 

practice and small-step change. Platforms: attainable rooms with workable acoustics, community 

stages with reliable time slots, and media channels that can carry short clips and calendars. 

Capacity: professional guidance and patient, multi-cycle funding, with baseline digital competence 

to record, tag, and search materials. Where these are thin, innovation drifts toward cosmetic 

publicity (views without seats) or content starvation (no restored scenes to teach). While 

information-age toolkits enable documentation and circulation, digital should follow stage: without 

rooms and schedules, platforms rarely convert curiosity into practice (Deng, 2023). 

4. Convergences and productive tensions 

Integration-and-difference accounts argue that minority theatre thrives by negotiating 

national frames and local expressivity (Mackerras, 1992). The present study extends this 

perspective toward measurement: simple indicators—segment presence, role audibility, rhyme 

clarity—keep negotiation on track and make reversibility governable. An ecosystem view that links 

heritage to everyday cultural rhythms is also supported (Rees, 1995), yet dependence on peak 

events is cautioned against; low-ticket, high-frequency mixed bills appear to build more durable 

participation than occasional spectacle. Finally, while digital optimism is widespread, the evidence 

suggests a necessary constraint: analytics gain meaning only when they lift attendance, learning 

hours, and apprenticeship entries (Guo, 2020). In this respect, our findings refine Guo’s discussion 
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of ICH in the information age by distinguishing between “vanity metrics” and O2O-linked 

indicators; only the latter, such as click-through to event registration and repeat-visit rates, 

actually support the Protect–Use–Innovate cycle proposed in this study. 

In sum: the boundary to defend is grammar, not repertoire stasis; the variable to manage 

is audience ecology, not abstract “interest”; and scaling should rely on conditions (habitats, 

platforms, capacity), not slogans. Under these terms, protect–use–innovate functions as a 

governable cycle: archives feed classes and stages, stages host reversible trials, and trials are 

audited with living indicators until cultural self-consciousness matures into everyday confidence. 
 

New Knowledge from Research 

As Figure 3. The study proposes a staged model that turns cultural awareness into 

durable practice for Yunnan Opera as living ICH. It begins with consciousness, where value is 

clarified through plain-language storytelling and knowledge is visualized via oral histories, 

repertory genealogies, and searchable archives. Confidence follows as identity narratives are 

anchored in predictable calendars, while youth pathways—clubs, micro-courses, and showcases—

convert spectators into learners and novice performers. Methods supply reversible innovation 

across artmaking, pedagogy, and media: thematic miniatures, micro-adjustments to 

vocal/orchestral treatment and staging, modular visual upgrades, and concise explainers tied to 

digital pipelines aligned with offline events; each trial is auditable and paired with a rollback rule. 

Finally, co-creation organizes collaboration through light, project-based governance among 

community actors, troupes and academies, and public-culture platforms, coordinated by an annual 

dashboard of living indicators (repertoire restored, performance frequency, youth coverage, digital 

reach, online-to-offline conversion, canon integrity). In combination, these stages convert 

declarative pride into operational confidence, ensuring the form is preserved through use, taught 

by routine, renewed through measured experimentation, and sustained by a network that learns 

from evidence. 
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Figure 3 New Knowledge Framework (Source: Constructed by the Researchers) 

 

Conclusion  

This study yields three results. First, a cultural value framework situates Yunnan Opera 

within four interlocking dimensions—ritual/ethics, aesthetics/emotion, identity/recognition, with 

habitat quality as a cross-cutting driver—demonstrating that value is produced in use rather than 

in preserved texts alone. Second, a reversible, auditable suite of methods is specified for 

contemporary practice: theme miniatures, micro-innovation in vocal/orchestral treatment, modular 

stage/visual upgrades, classroom micro-units, and digital pipelines, each paired with rollback 

standards and living indicators. Third, a governable Protect–Use–Innovate cycle is operationalized 

through ecosystem coupling among community actors, troupes/academies, and public-culture 

platforms, coordinated by an annual indicator audit; audience ecology emerges as the decisive 

variable for sustained vitality. 
 

Suggestions 

1. General Suggestions  

Prioritize routine, low-ticket mixed bills in small theatres and community venues with 

predictable weekly or biweekly slots, and attach brief explainers and post-show demos to convert 

spectators into learners and volunteers. Keep core canons (vocal law, role system, codified 

gesture) intact while allowing gentle, reversible adjustments in dynamics, pacing, and visuals that 

pass a simple audit of role audibility, lyric intelligibility, and silhouette/palette logic. Build a 

searchable archive that directly supports teaching and programming, and ensure all digital assets 

link to upcoming events to drive online-to-offline conversion. Govern seasons with a compact 

dashboard—repertoire restored, performance frequency, youth coverage, digital reach, O2O 

conversion, and a canon-integrity score—reviewed quarterly by the community–troupe/academy–

platform triad. 
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2. Further research Suggestions. 

Establish longitudinal tracking of the “watch; learn; transmit” ladder to quantify transition 

rates and retention, and compare the cost-effectiveness of routine mixed bills versus peak events 

across locales. Develop and validate rubric-based canon audits with expert panels and audience 

sentiment, and run A/B tests on short-video formats and calls to action to identify designs that 

reliably convert views to seats. Examine replication under constraints—local cultural capital, venue 

access, professional coaching, multi-cycle funding, and baseline digital capacity—and publish 

tiered playbooks that fit resource-light counties while preserving the evaluability and reversibility 

central to sustainable innovation. 
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