Awakening the Forgotten: A Documentary Animation of Local Myths in

Chongqging Mountain Communities as Participatory Archaeology

1. Statement of Purpose (20%)

1.1 Chongqing is called the "Mountain city". Chongging has a mountainous
area of 62,000 square kilometres, accounting for about 75 per cent of the city's
total area, more than 30 percentage points higher than the national average. In
districts and counties such as Pengshui, the mountainous area accounts for
more than 99%. The "mountainous area" is thus defined as the rudimentary
urban condition of Chongqing (Zhou, S.S. 2025). Consequently, diverse
mythological systems rooted in topographical features have emerged,
reflecting the deep interconnection between landscape and indigenous belief
structures (Chongqing Academy of Social Sciences. 2023, Li, X. 2025, Xiong,
D. & Cheng, S. 2004). Due to the flow of population to cities and the decline of
villages, in some areas, people aged 60 and above account for 61.3% or more
of the permanent resident population (Tian, F.L. 2025) These intangible
cultural assets, preserved primarily through oral narratives of the elderly and
absent from formal archaeological documentation, face imminent extinction
within the next decade. Existing research on Chongqing’s traditional villages
tends to concentrate on isolated case studies and spatial typologies,
overlooking dynamic relationships across spatial and temporal scales—from
local to regional, material to symbolic (Song, Z.J. 2022). There is a focus on
centralised narrative and a lack of participatory animation as rituals/records; In
its mainstream heritage practice, it focuses on material preservation and
textual documentation, excluding visual narrative.

1.2 This study responds to the marginalisation and erosion of terrain-specific
Indigenous mythologies in Chongqing’s mountainous regions by proposing
participatory documentary animation as a culturally embedded method for
visual archiving and revitalisation. This participatory documentary animation
model is divided into three dimensions: First, | will use animation to organise
oral history and myths of specific landscapes and invite Indigenous
communities to participate together to form a visual archive of the mythological
system. The second dimension of the study probes documentary animation as
“post-animation,” employing a cross-media methodology that prioritises the
embodiment of knowledge, emotional resonance with Indigenous
epistemologies, and the preservation of cultural continuity. Finally, it will
explore how this methodological model can be applied to other marginalised
communities globally facing similar cultural extinction, such as the North region
in the UK and the Kankincho area in Yamagata Prefecture, Japan.

2. Research questions (5%)



» How can participatory animation reconstruct and archive terrain-based
Indigenous myths that lack visual or textual representation?

» What are the ethical, epistemological, and aesthetic implications of involving
Indigenous communities in the animated retelling of myth?

» How can this model serve as an alternative archival practice within visual
anthropology and heritage science?

» How to design the variables of this model to adapt to other Indigenous
cultural scenarios in the world?

3. Literature Review (35%)

3.1 Animated documentaries as site-specific revival rituals are rarely targeted
for research due to the lack of practical cases. In contrast, scholars are more
inclined to discuss the possibility of animation as A documentary (Honess Roe,
A. 2013), or media archaeology of particular cultures (Nagtegaal, J. 2023),
Analyse the ontological framework (Murray et al. 2021) and developments in
the new media reality (Ehrlich, N. 2021).

3.2 Traditional research approaches have contributed to the tendency of
animated documentaries in East Asia, Europe, and the United States to adhere
to linear narrative structures and cautious, conventional styles, often resulting
in mere reiterations of the facts rather than fostering innovative or critical visual
inquiry. Regarding animation's representation of Indigenous cultures, there are
only some ethnographic style imitations and "image animation" as an aesthetic
tool. For instance, it has documented, simulated, and abstracted images of
shamanic rituals in Kerala, India, Aboriginal Australia, and the Amazonian
tribes (Morphy et al. 2006, Pink et al. 2022, Ruby, J. 2000). Indigenous
engagement in earlier animated ethnographies was minimal—limited primarily
to voice recordings and character renderings—lacking substantive,
site-specific interaction or co-creative authorship (Bishop, C. 2012; Kester, G.H.
2004), it is general and lacks specific encounters with the location. Previous
scholarship has largely instrumentalised animation as an aesthetic tool, failing
to fully explore its participatory and locational potential as a medium for cultural
revitalisation.

This cautious and unconfident phenomenon of documentary imitation
(particularly interview recording animation) creates a core contradiction in
animated documentaries. On the one hand, the documentary nature of
animation is still excluded from mainstream archival science (Edward et al.
2021; Francis et al. 2011), on the other hand, the significant devolution of the
“hauntological temporality” of animation under the "realist" principle
(Cholodenko, A. 2018). however,the dynamic reconstruction function of the
image and the image translation function of memory of this discourse are
precisely the methods that can fold time and revive landscape culture (Wall, G.
2022).



3.4 This approach can be developed in the form of "hauntological
ethnography" (Barad, K. 2017), using dynamic, virtual, and mixed multi-image
forms to express multiple temporal layers of the location, which in itself is the
overall participation of the location elements. Including Indigenous participants
transforms the project into a ceremonial act of cultural revival, reinforcing the
continuity of local traditions through collaborative engagement.

These three dimensions—methodological development, archival
formalisation, and participatory expansion—are essential for advancing
animated documentaries as a tool capable of engaging with the temporal and
spiritual complexity of place-based cultural memory. In short, what is lacking in
the current research is: Practical research on participatory animated
documentaries lacks Indigenous communities and mythological fields in the
mountainous terrain of East Asia; Archival expression of the multi-temporality
of locations lacks the intervention of an effective multi-temporal virtual image
method that can both dynamically reconstruct images and translate memory
images; Currently, there is a critical absence of a structured participatory
animated documentary framework that encompasses the full trajectory of
cultural revival—from site-based investigation to ritual enactment.

4. Research Methodology (35%)

4.1 In participatory animation, the research methodology unfolds from four
sequential dimensions. Phase One: Oral History Collection. This phase
involves ethnographic fieldwork in sparsely populated mountain villages with
distinctive topographies, where local elders narrate terrain-related myths. Data
is gathered through family storytelling sessions, village discussions, and
archival reviews. Rooted in anthropological methodology, this stage
emphasises the cross-verification of multiple oral accounts to reconstruct
narrative models that approximate premodern mythological structures as
accurately as possible. Phase Two: On-site Archaeology of the Location. Go to
specific sites associated with these oral histories, sample site materials, and
analyse why the sites are strongly associated with these oral texts. The
method is an on-site visit, and image collection location. Phase Three entails a
Participatory Animation Workshop informed by Honess Roe’s framework for
documentary animation and Birgitta Hosea’s concepts of extended and
post-animation, producing cross-media visualisations rooted in collaboratively
sourced oral histories. The approach is participation in animation. physical
participation in animation. thinking participation in animation art. Phase Four:
Site Revival Ceremony. Based on these cross-media animated documentary
productions, animated festivals are held at the locations discussed in the
animation. This dimension, from the perspectives of anthropology, archaeology,
and visual culture, explores how specific nature has influenced the spirit and
behaviour of human groups in the early and contemporary development of



humanity, seeks a documentary expression in fictional dynamic images, and
adds the human spirit to nature to restore the original civilization. The
approach involves Art festivals, animation ceremonies, and Seminar activities.
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This framework has been applied in three separate case studies, each
aligned with one of the model’s three methodological dimensions. Each set
was developed in the mountainous area of Chongqing. There are so many
dialects in the mountainous area of Chonggqing that it is difficult to conduct
research. | , as an Indigenous, can communicate without barriers; All cases
were conducted in Chongqing’s mountainous regions, where high dialectal
diversity presents significant linguistic challenges to conventional research
methodologies.

—| Seminar activity |

The first group was in the mountainous area of Youyang, Chongging.
Through the oral reconstruction of myths such as “Niawa Cave,” “Shen Cave,”
and “The Ox That Wouldn’t Turn around for Three Days,” a community art
festival was organised, which revitalised intergenerational transmission of
folklore and reshaped contemporary narratives and communal practices. The
second time was at Degan Primary School in Jiangjin District, Chongqing.
Through the oral history of the elders, it was discovered that the school was
once a well-known local family temple in the last century. We invited the
children of the school to participate in this animation, which led the school to
start protecting the temple site and interrogate the location in the curriculum.
These two projects respectively reflect the role of participatory animated
documentaries in two different groups of test models, mountainous and rural,
natural and human, and show the vast academic space and social significance



behind them. The third project undertakes fieldwork at six source points of the
two principal rivers in Chongqging’s Banan District, inviting six proximate

villagers to collaboratively produce animations using right those river sources’
river mud and water, which are then presented in a downstream community art
festival as a form of environmental storytelling.

Ethical considerations: Ethically, this project ensures co-authorship with
Indigenous participants, granting them full rights to exhibit and distribute the
works; dialectal recordings and related materials will be archived locally, with
all Indigenous contributors formally identified and acknowledged.
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4.2 This study is underpinned by three interrelated theoretical frameworks
that collectively inform its methodology and critical analysis. The first is Visual
Anthropology (MacDougall, D. 2019, Pink, S. 2015), which integrates visual
media into animated ethnographic documentation. Next is Participatory Art and



Community Empowerment (Bishop, C. 2012, Kester, G.H. 2004) to examine
the ethical and power dynamics in cooperative cultural production. Finally,
there is Location and Animation Archaeology (Barad, K.2017, Hosea, B. 2019,
Lu, T.T. 2024), which goes beyond traditional cinematic media forms and views
animation as a tool of cultural memory, that is text and visual analysis,
participation in observation and interviews, and Archival practice of
cross-media animation. Textual and visual analysis focuses on decoding the
narrative structure, stylistic choices, and symbolic motifs within the animations,
particularly as they relate to Indigenous mythologies. Participation in
observation and interviews mainly documents the villagers' imagination of
myths, their experiences of participating in workshops, and the impact of the
animation festival on Indigenous culture. The archival practice of cross-media
animation involves the non-linear reproduction and revival of location archives
through animated documentaries that integrate thicky time.

Analyze the situation of the produced
animations in terms of narrative structure,
visual style, symbolic elements, and their
connections with local myths.

Visual Anthropology Text and visual analysis

Record the villagers' imagination of myths,
their experiences in participating in

Participatory Art and Community Participate in observation and inferviews - workshops, and the impact of the animation

Empowerment festival on their indigenous culture after its
holding.
L dAni 4 Through the integration of thick time, the
ocation an 1umation Bl O Y. ——— P : archives of places are nonlinearly re-
Archaeology Aiival pEchoaat TS modianiaton presented and revitalized through animated

documentaries.

4. Statement of Significance (5%)

- Developed a new approach to using animation in oral history documents;
- Expanded the approach of participatory media as an archive of heritage;
- Advanced visual anthropology through the storytelling of topographic myths;

Increase local cultural institutions — Provide a model for low-literacy,
image-rich community storytelling to build a platform for cultural return and
recognition (festivals)
- Consider moderate scaling: Pilot the festival in 2-3 villages and document
the community's response.

6. Provisional Timetable



Year 1 Year2 Year3

Phase Tasks

preliminary Coursework

preparation Literature Review
Quasi-experimantal study
design

Development Location literature review

Phase Establish local connections,

ethical approvals,community
consent

Preliminary field investigation
(oral history, landscape
record)

Implementation ~ Animationworkshopsand
phase community engagement

sessions
Animationdraftiterations
(Actions, materials, colors)
Finalversion of the animated
documentary
Village communityanimation
festival organization

Writing Creative practicereflection
Dissertation archive sorting
Draft Dissertation
Submit Dissertation
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