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I. Introduction
1.1 Study Background
The identity of cultural inheritors plays a crucial role in the preservation and development of traditional arts.On a global
scale, the preservation of intangible cultural heritage is a pressing concern as modernization and globalization pose
challenges to traditional art forms [1]. Traditional arts are vital to cultural diversity, acting as repositories of history,
identity, and collective memory . They offer insight into the social, historical, and cultural contexts from which they
emerge, making their preservation crucial. Local operas like Chang Deng Opera not only embody the cultural heritage of
their regions but also contribute to the diversity and richness of global cultural expressions[2]. If we can understand the
role of identity in artistic practices, we can gain insights into the mechanisms that sustain these art forms across
generations[3].
Chang Deng Opera, originating from Leye County in Guangxi, traces its roots back to the early 18th century. Initially
brought to the region by migrants from Sichuan and Guizhou, it has since evolved into a distinctive local art form. The
opera began as simple folk performances, often accompanying local festivals and celebrations. Over time, it developed
into a more sophisticated form of theatre with intricate storylines and a rich repertoire of musical and dance elements[4].
The music of Chang Deng Opera is characterized by two main types of melodies: "Zheng Ban" (main melodies) and
"Xiao Diao" (minor melodies), which include various local folk tunes. The performances are typically staged in the local
dialect of Leye, adding to the opera's unique regional flavor. The opera's narratives often reflect everyday life, social
norms, and ethical dilemmas, making it a vital medium for cultural expression and community bonding in the region.
1.2 Importance of the Study
This study highlights the role of cultural identity in the artistic process, which is essential for understanding how
traditional arts can be sustained and revitalized in contemporary society. By focusing on the inheritors of Chang Deng
Opera, the study sheds light on how their personal and cultural identities shape their artistic choices and practices. This
can inform broader efforts to preserve intangible cultural heritage in other regions and disciplines. The study contributes
to the documentation and analysis of Chang Deng Opera, a relatively lesser-known art form compared to other Chinese
operas. By bringing academic attention to this local tradition, the study aims to promote its recognition and appreciation
both within China and internationally.
The findings of this study have practical implications for cultural policy and education. Understanding the motivations
and challenges faced by cultural inheritors can help in designing more effective support systems for traditional artists,
ensuring the continuity and dynamism of cultural heritage.
1.3 Objectives and Research Questions
The primary objective of this study is to explore how the identity of Chang Deng Opera inheritors influences their artistic
creation and the preservation of this traditional art form. To achieve this, the study will address the following research
questions:
(1) How do Chang Deng Opera inheritors perceive their cultural and personal identity?
(2) In what ways does the identity of these inheritors influence their artistic practices and choices?
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(3) What are the challenges and opportunities faced by Chang Deng Opera inheritors in preserving and promoting their
art?

II. Literature Review
2.1 Overview of Chinese Local Operas
Chinese local operas, often referred to as "xiqu," represent a vital aspect of China's cultural heritage, comprising a diverse
array of regional performance traditions. Each form of local opera is deeply rooted in its geographic and cultural context,
reflecting the unique dialects, music, dance, and narratives of different regions. The diversity of local operas is astonishing,
with over 300 recognized forms, including the well-known Peking Opera, Cantonese Opera, and less famous ones like
Sichuan Opera and Qinqiang. These operas serve not only as entertainment but also as vehicles for preserving local
history, folklore, and social values. They play a crucial role in community identity and cohesion, often performed during
festivals and significant communal events [5].
2.2 Historical Development of Chang Deng Opera
Chang Deng Opera, with its origins tracing back to the early 18th century, is a unique cultural form in Leye County,
Guangxi. The opera was initially introduced to Guangxi by migrants from Sichuan and Guizhou. These migrants brought
with them a tradition of folk performances that gradually evolved into the more sophisticated and stylized form known
today as Chang Deng Opera [6]. The historical development of Chang Deng Opera can be categorized into several phases:
its formation during the Qing Dynasty, its maturation and peak during the late Qing and early Republic periods, its decline
during the Cultural Revolution, and its revival in the post-1978 reform era[7].
2.3 During its early stages, Chang Deng Opera was closely associated with local folk customs and festivities, often
performed alongside dragon dances and lantern shows.[8] This period, known as the "ground performance" phase, featured
simple plots and was heavily music and dance-oriented[9] . As the opera evolved, it began to incorporate more complex
narratives and theatrical techniques, transitioning to the "stage performance" phase. This period saw the introduction of
elaborate costumes, distinct character roles, and a broader range of musical instruments, enhancing its artistic appeal and
cultural significance .[10]
In recent decades, efforts to revive and promote Chang Deng Opera have intensified. It has been recognized as a valuable
intangible cultural heritage, receiving support from local and national cultural institutions. The opera's inclusion in
cultural heritage lists and its recognition in national competitions have helped renew interest and participation, ensuring
its transmission to future generations [11].
2.4 Previous Studies on Identity and Artistic Creation in Traditional Arts
The interplay between identity and artistic creation in traditional arts has been a subject of considerable academic interest.
Cultural identity is often seen as a fundamental driver in the preservation and innovation of traditional art forms . Studies
have shown that artists' personal and cultural identities significantly influence their artistic expressions, shaping the
themes, styles, and techniques they employ[12]. This dynamic is particularly evident in traditional arts, where the artist's
connection to their cultural heritage can inspire both preservation and creative adaptation [13].
Research on traditional Chinese operas has highlighted how performers' identities are intertwined with their art. For
instance, Mackerras [14] noted that the regional characteristics of local operas in China reflect the cultural identities of their
performers and audiences. This relationship between identity and art is crucial for the sustainability of traditional practices,
as it fosters a sense of ownership and responsibility among practitioners .
In the context of Chang Deng Opera, Huang emphasized the role of local artists in maintaining and revitalizing the opera.
These artists, deeply rooted in their community's cultural traditions, use their art to express and reinforce their cultural
identity. Their creative choices are often influenced by their personal experiences and the collective memory of their
community, highlighting the importance of identity in artistic creation.[15]

III. Methodology
3.1 Qualitative Research Approach
This study employs a qualitative research approach to explore the significance of identity among the inheritors of Chang
Deng Opera in their artistic creation. Qualitative research is well-suited for investigating complex social phenomena and
understanding the meanings and interpretations that individuals assign to their experiences . This approach aims to gain
deep insights into how the personal and cultural identities of Chang Deng Opera inheritors influence their creative
processes and artistic expressions. The flexibility and depth provided by qualitative methods enable a comprehensive
exploration of the nuanced relationship between identity and artistic creation in this traditional art form.
3.2 Participant Selection
The participants in this study were inheritors of the Long Lantern Opera from Leye County, Guangxi. Participants were
selected on the basis of their recognised expertise and contribution to the preservation and performance of Chang Deng
Opera. By focusing on these key practitioners, the study aims to capture the representative and diverse perspectives and
experiences of this traditional art form.
3.3 Data Collection Methods
Data for this study were collected using semi-structured interviews. This method allows for flexibility in exploring
participants' experiences and perspectives while ensuring that key topics relevant to the research questions are covered .
The semi-structured interviews included open-ended questions designed to elicit detailed responses about the participants'
backgrounds, their experiences with Chang Deng Opera, and their views on the role of identity in their artistic creation.
Each interview lasted approximately one to two hours and was conducted in a location chosen by the participant to ensure
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comfort and privacy.
3.4 Data Analysis Procedures
The data analysis procedures involved several stages. First, all interviews were transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy.
Next, the transcriptions were reviewed multiple times to identify recurring themes and patterns. A thematic analysis was
conducted, involving coding the data into categories that represented different aspects of identity and artistic creation.
These categories were then refined and grouped into broader themes that provided a comprehensive understanding of the
participants' perspectives. Throughout the analysis process, efforts were made to maintain the integrity of the participants'
voices and to accurately represent their experiences and viewpoints.

IV. Historical Context of Chang Deng Opera
4.1 Origins and Development
Chang Deng Opera, with a rich history spanning over 300 years, originates from the early 18th century during the Qing
Dynasty. This traditional art form was introduced to Guangxi by migrants from Sichuan and Guizhou, who brought their
folk performance traditions to the region. The initial performances were simple, involving music and dance, and were
often held during local festivals and celebrations. These performances marked the beginning of Chang Deng Opera's
evolution, establishing its role in the cultural and social life of Leye County.
The opera's early form, known as "地唱灯" (ground performance), featured basic plots and was closely associated with
local customs such as dragon dances and lantern shows. This phase laid the foundation for the opera's later development.
As the local population grew and cultural exchanges increased, the performances began to incorporate more complex
narratives and theatrical techniques, transitioning to the "台唱灯" (stage performance) phase. This evolution introduced
elaborate costumes, distinct character roles, and a broader range of musical instruments, enhancing the artistic depth and
appeal of Chang Deng Opera .
4.2 The cultural and geographical landscape of Leye County has significantly influenced Chang Deng Opera. Located in a
region where Han Chinese culture intermingles with various ethnic minorities, Chang Deng Opera has absorbed diverse
cultural elements. This blending is evident in the music, dance, and storytelling styles that characterize the opera. The
geographical features of the region, including its mountainous terrain, have also played a role in shaping the unique
performance styles and themes of Chang Deng Opera. The opera's themes often reflect the daily lives, struggles, and
aspirations of the local people, providing a vivid portrayal of the region's cultural heritage.
4.3 Evolution from “地唱灯” to “台唱灯”
Chang Deng Opera evolved significantly from its initial "地唱灯" phase to the more sophisticated "台唱灯" phase. The "
地唱灯" performances were informal, often taking place in courtyards or village squares, and involved minimal props and
costumes. These performances were deeply rooted in local customs and community life, with a focus on music and dance.
As the art form developed, it transitioned to "台唱灯," characterized by more formal and structured stage performances.
This phase saw the introduction of elaborate costumes, intricate props, and defined character roles, transforming Chang
Deng Opera into a theatrical spectacle. The "台唱灯" performances took place on constructed stages during festivals and
special occasions, attracting larger audiences and gaining wider recognition. This transition marked a significant evolution
in the artistic and cultural expression of Chang Deng Opera, solidifying its place in the local cultural landscape.

V. Characteristics of Chang Deng Opera
5.1 Musical Components (正板 and小调)
The musical components of Chang Deng Opera are central to its unique identity. The opera features two main types of
singing styles: "正板" (main tune) and "小调" (minor tune). The "正板" style is the primary singing style, consisting of
three parts: "起板" (opening), "正板" (main body), and "煞板" (closing). This style is characterized by its structured and
rhythmic patterns, providing a strong melodic foundation for the performances.
In contrast, "小调" includes a variety of auxiliary tunes such as "山歌" (mountain song), "小调" (minor tune), and "巫调"
(sorcerer’s tune). These tunes are used to complement the main singing style and add variety to the musical expression.
The lyrics of Chang Deng Opera are typically structured in a couplet format, with most lines consisting of five, seven, or
ten characters, though longer and shorter lines are also used.
5.2 Performance Elements (Roles, Costumes, Props)
Chang Deng Opera features a rich array of performance elements, including distinct roles, elaborate costumes, and
various props. The roles in Chang Deng Opera are traditionally categorized into "三小" (three small roles): 小生 (young
male), 小旦 (young female), and 小丑 (comic). These roles are further divided into subcategories such as 正生 (leading
male), 老生 (old male), 正旦 (leading female), 花旦 (flirtatious female), 闺门旦 (young unmarried female), 老旦 (old
female), 褶子丑 (comic with patched clothes), 烂衣丑 (comic with ragged clothes), 官衣丑 (official comic), and 老丑
(old comic).
Costumes in Chang Deng Opera are vibrant and elaborate, reflecting the characters' roles and statuses. The props used are
minimal but significant, with fans and handkerchiefs being the most common. These props are used creatively to enhance
the storytelling and visual appeal of the performances.
5.3 Unique Features Compared to Other Local Operas
Chang Deng Opera stands out from other local operas in several ways. Its music, while sharing similarities with Sichuan
and Guizhou folk tunes, incorporates unique local elements that give it a distinct flavor. The use of 桂柳官话 (Guiliu
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Mandarin) as the stage language sets it apart from other regional operas that may use different dialects.
Moreover, Chang Deng Opera's development from informal "地唱灯" performances to formal "台唱灯" stage shows
highlights its adaptability and evolution in response to changing cultural and social contexts. Unlike some other local
operas, Chang Deng Opera retains a strong connection to local customs and traditions, reflected in its themes, narratives,
and performance styles. This deep cultural integration, combined with its unique musical and theatrical elements, makes
Chang Deng Opera a distinctive and valuable component of China's intangible cultural heritage.

VI. Identity of Chang Deng Opera Practitioners
6.1 Role of Inheritors in Preserving and Promoting the Opera
The inheritors of Chang Deng Opera play a crucial role in preserving and promoting this unique art form. As custodians of
a 300-year-old tradition, these practitioners are responsible for maintaining the authenticity and integrity of the opera.
They achieve this through rigorous training, performance, and transmission of skills and knowledge to younger
generations. Their dedication ensures that the cultural and artistic values of Chang Deng Opera continue to thrive, despite
the pressures of modernization and cultural homogenization .
Inheritors not only preserve the opera through performances but also engage in activities such as organizing workshops,
participating in cultural festivals, and collaborating with academic institutions. These efforts help raise awareness about
Chang Deng Opera and attract new audiences. With some aspects of the performances to contemporary tastes while
retaining traditional elements, inheritors can keep the opera relevant and accessible to a wider public .
6.2 Impact of Cultural Heritage on Personal Identity
For many practitioners, involvement in Chang Deng Opera is deeply intertwined with their personal and cultural identity.
This heritage provides them with a sense of belonging and continuity, connecting them to their ancestors and the broader
community. The practice of Chang Deng Opera is not merely a profession but a way of life that shapes their values,
behaviors, and social interactions .
The cultural heritage of Chang Deng Opera imparts a profound sense of pride and responsibility in its inheritors. It
reinforces their connection to the local culture of Leye County and the broader Guangxi region. This connection
influences their worldview and their approach to both their art and their personal lives. The rich narratives and moral
lessons embedded in the opera's performances often reflect the practitioners' own experiences and values, further
strengthening their cultural identity[16].
6.3 Relationship Between Identity and Artistic Creativity
The identity of Chang Deng Opera practitioners significantly influences their artistic creativity. Their deep-rooted
connection to the cultural heritage allows them to draw inspiration from traditional stories, music, and dance forms, while
also innovating within the framework of the opera. This balance between tradition and innovation is essential for the
opera's evolution and sustainability .
Practitioners' personal and cultural identities shape their interpretation and performance of roles, the creation of new
compositions, and the adaptation of existing ones. Their understanding of the historical and cultural context of the opera
enables them to infuse performances with authenticity and emotional depth. Moreover, their identity as inheritors
motivates them to explore new ways to engage younger audiences and ensure the opera's relevance in the modern era .

VII. Interviews with Chang Deng Opera Inheritors
7.1Profiles of Key Interviewees
The study involved interviews with inheritors of Chang Deng Opera from Leye County, Guangxi. These individuals were
selected based on their recognized expertise and contributions to the preservation and performance of Chang Deng Opera.
The study chooses these key practitioners to capture representative and diverse perspectives and experiences within this
traditional art form.
7.2 Themes and Insights from Interviews
Several recurring themes emerged from the interviews, including the significance of cultural heritage, the challenges of
modernity, and the role of community support. Inheritors highlighted the importance of maintaining traditional practices
while also being open to innovation. They expressed a shared sense of duty to pass on their knowledge and skills to future
generations, emphasizing the need for educational initiatives and increased public awareness.
Personal Narratives of Becoming an Inheritor
The personal narratives of the interviewees revealed a deep sense of connection to Chang Deng Opera from an early age.
Many inheritors described how they were introduced to the opera by family members or community elders, sparking a
lifelong passion. Their stories highlighted the rigorous training and dedication required to master the art form, as well as
the personal sacrifices made to pursue this calling [17].
These narratives also underscored the emotional and cultural significance of Chang Deng Opera in their lives. Inheritors
spoke about how the opera provided them with a sense of purpose and identity, and how their involvement in the art form
had strengthened their ties to their community and cultural heritage.
7.3 Influence of Identity on Artistic Choices and Performance Styles
The identity of the inheritors profoundly influenced their artistic choices and performance styles. Their deep-rooted
connection to the cultural heritage of Chang Deng Opera informed their interpretations of traditional roles and narratives.
This connection also inspired them to experiment with new elements, such as contemporary themes and modern musical
instruments, to keep the opera relevant and engaging for contemporary audiences [18].
Inheritors emphasized the importance of authenticity in their performances, striving to maintain the traditional essence of
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Chang Deng Opera while also adapting to the changing cultural landscape. Their identity as cultural custodians motivated
them to preserve the integrity of the opera while exploring innovative ways to enhance its appeal and accessibility.
7.4 Challenges and Opportunities in Modern Contexts
The interviews revealed several challenges faced by Chang Deng Opera inheritors in the modern context. These included
limited financial resources, declining interest among younger generations, and the pressures of modernization. However,
the inheritors also identified opportunities for growth and revitalization, such as increased support from cultural
institutions, greater visibility through media and technology, and collaborative efforts with educational and cultural
organizations.
Inheritors expressed optimism about the future of Chang Deng Opera, highlighting the potential for its revival and
sustained growth. They stressed the need for continued efforts to raise awareness, promote cultural education, and foster a
supportive environment for the preservation and development of this unique art form.

VIII. Discussion
8.1 Analysis of the Connection Between Identity and Artistic Creation
The study reveals a profound connection between the identity of Chang Deng Opera practitioners and their artistic
creation. The inheritors’ strong sense of cultural identity, rooted in the historical and social fabric of Leye County, plays a
pivotal role in shaping their artistic expressions. This identity manifests in their dedication to preserving traditional
elements of the opera while also embracing innovation to keep the art form vibrant and relevant. The narratives shared by
the inheritors illustrate how their personal and collective identities influence their choice of roles, themes, and
performance styles, thereby ensuring that Chang Deng Opera remains a living tradition that evolves with the times.
Moreover, the practitioners’ identity as cultural custodians fosters a deep emotional connection to their art. This
connection drives their commitment to authenticity and excellence, as they strive to honor the legacy of their forebears
while also responding to contemporary cultural dynamics. The intertwining of personal identity with artistic creation
results in performances that are not only technically proficient but also rich in cultural significance and emotional depth.
8.2 Comparison with Other Local Opera Forms
When compared to other local opera forms such as Sichuan Flower Lantern, Yunnan Flower Lantern, and Guizhou Flower
Lantern, Chang Deng Opera stands out for its unique integration of local cultural elements and its evolution from a folk
art rooted in dragon dance traditions to a sophisticated theatrical form. While all these operas share common features such
as the use of folk music and dance, Chang Deng Opera is distinguished by its specific musical components, such as the
combination of正板 (Zhengban) and小调 (Xiaodiao), and its rich repertoire of over 60 traditional dramas.
Additionally, the role of identity in artistic creation appears to be a universal theme across these opera forms. However,
the particular historical and cultural context of Leye County gives Chang Deng Opera a distinct flavor. The evolution of
Chang Deng Opera from “地唱灯” (Di Chang Deng) to “台唱灯” (Tai Chang Deng) reflects a unique trajectory that is
deeply influenced by the region’s social and cultural changes over the centuries.
8.3 Implications for the Preservation of Traditional Arts
The findings of this study have significant implications for the preservation of traditional arts. First, they underscore the
importance of cultural identity in sustaining and revitalizing traditional art forms. The deep connection between
practitioners’ identities and their art highlights the need for preservation efforts that go beyond mere documentation and
conservation. Effective preservation must engage with the cultural and emotional dimensions of the art form, ensuring that
it remains meaningful and relevant to both practitioners and audiences .
Second, the study suggests that fostering a supportive environment for traditional arts requires a multifaceted approach.
This includes providing financial and institutional support, creating opportunities for education and training, and
promoting public awareness and appreciation of traditional arts. By addressing these needs, policymakers and cultural
organizations can help ensure that traditional arts like Chang Deng Opera continue to thrive in a rapidly changing world
[19].

Conclusion
The study of Chang Deng Opera and its practitioners highlights the vital role of cultural identity in the preservation and
evolution of traditional art forms. The inheritors of Chang Deng Opera, through their deep connection to their cultural
heritage, play a crucial role in maintaining the authenticity and vitality of the opera. Their personal narratives and artistic
choices reflect a dynamic interplay between tradition and innovation, ensuring that Chang Deng Opera remains a living,
evolving art form. The comparison with other local opera forms underscores the unique characteristics of Chang Deng
Opera while also revealing common themes in the preservation of traditional arts. The study’s findings emphasize the
importance of a holistic approach to cultural preservation that engages with the emotional and cultural dimensions of
traditional arts.
In conclusion, the preservation of traditional arts like Chang Deng Opera requires a concerted effort that recognizes the
significance of cultural identity and provides the necessary support for practitioners. By doing so, we can ensure that these
invaluable cultural treasures continue to enrich our collective heritage for generations to come.
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