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  Abstract 
The external communication of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) is a crucial part 
of promoting Chinese culture globally. This paper takes Lanzhou Carved Gourds 
and Gannan Tibetan Opera as case studies to explore innovation in the external 
translation and communication of Gansu’s ICH under digital empowerment. It an-
alyzes the characteristics of Gansu’s ICH, the needs for its external communication, 
and the bottlenecks in its translation. On this basis, by integrating multimodal trans-
lation theory and the application of digital humanities in ICH dissemination, the 
paper studies the external translation strategies for these two different types of ICH, 
designs digital-empowered dissemination paths concerning building a Gansu ICH 
Digital Museum, formulating communication strategies for short video platforms, 
and carrying out cross-border IP cooperation and puts forward practical suggestions 
and prospects such as jointly establishing laboratories, developing courses, and pro-
moting via the Digital Silk Road of Silk, aiming to promote the international dis-
semination of Gansu’s ICH. 
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1. Introduction 

Gansu is a golden corridor on the ancient Silk Road and has nurtured a rich and colorful variety of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage. Among them, Lanzhou Carved Gourds carry traditional Chinese auspicious culture through their exquisite 
carving techniques (Hua, 2020), while Gannan Tibetan Opera interprets the profundity of Tibetan Buddhism culture 
with its bold and unconstrained performance style (Wang, 2009). Promoting the international dissemination of these 
two ICH items is a vivid practice in telling the stories of China and Gansu well. However, the current external trans-
lation work faces two major bottlenecks: translation divorced from context and insufficient dissemination power. 
Translation is often limited to text, ignoring the dynamic cultural information in the craft process and performance 
field; the dissemination methods are outdated, making it difficult to attract overseas audiences, especially the young 
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generation. The development of digital technologies such as VR, short videos, and the meta-universe has provided 
unprecedented opportunities for the external translation and immersive dissemination of ICH. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Research on ICH Translation 

In recent years, ICH translation research has become a hot topic in the fields of translation studies and cultural com-
munication, with relevant research showing parallel trends of theoretical deepening and practical expansion. In do-
mestic research, scholars have conducted extensive discussions on the principles, strategies, and cultural transmission 
of ICH translation. Some viewpoints propose that ICH translation should follow the principle of cultural adaptability, 
taking into account the cognitive habits of the target language audience on the basis of accurately conveying cultural 
connotations (Yang, 2024). There are also studies that summarize specific translation methods, such as literal trans-
lation and annotation, and cultural substitution through the analysis of translation cases of ICH, like paper-cutting 
and shadow puppetry. However, these studies have obvious limitations: first, the research objects are mostly a single 
type of ICH, lacking a comparative analysis of the translation differences between craft-based and performance-based 
ICH(Guo, 2024); second, the research mostly stays at the text translation level, not involving the new form of multi-
modal translation in the digital age; third, there are few special studies on Gansu’s ICH, which is difficult to meet the 
actual needs of local ICH external translation(Liu, Su, & Zhang, 2023). 

2.2 Multimodal Translation Theory 

Multimodal translation theory originates from Systemic Functional Linguistics and was first proposed by Kress and 
van Leeuwen. This theory posits that multiple semiotic modes, such as language, image, sound, and action, collec-
tively constitute a meaning-making system. Translation is not merely the conversion of text but also the coordinated 
interpretation and reconstruction of multiple semiotic modes (Liu, 2023). In the field of ICH translation, the applica-
tion value of multimodal translation theory is increasingly prominent. For craft ICH, multimodal translation needs to 
integrate modes such as “text (terminology, descriptions) and images (finished products, craft steps) and videos (pro-
duction process)”. For performance ICH, multimodal translation needs to coordinate modes like text (libretto, lines) 
and sound (vocal music, instruments) and action (performance, gestures). Currently, the application of multimodal 
translation theory in the ICH field is still exploratory. Existing research mostly focuses on theoretical explanation, 
lacking specific practical plans for different types of ICH, especially regarding how digital technology can empower 
multimodal translation, where significant gaps remain. 

2.3 Application of Digital Humanities in ICH Dissemination 

Digital humanities is an emerging field combining digital technology and humanistic research, and its application in 
ICH dissemination has shown the characteristics of diversification and intelligence (Yang & Li, 2025). The practices 
of scholars and institutions at home and abroad provide important references for the dissemination of Gansu’s ICH. 
Virtual exhibition halls and VR technology allow users to experience cultural scenes from a first-person perspective, 
which greatly enhances the sense of immersion and interaction in dissemination. Platforms such as Douyin and Tik-
Tok have become important positions for ICH dissemination. ICH craftsmen show their craft processes through short 
videos, attracting the attention of a large number of young users. The meta-universe and virtual narration realize the 
interactive dissemination of ICH. However, the application of existing digital humanities technologies in ICH dis-
semination still has some problems: first, the application of technology lacks systematicness, mostly being attempts 
of a single platform or a single technology, and failing to form a dissemination system of online and offline and multi-
platform linkage; second, content creation lacks pertinence, not fully considering the cultural background and reading 
habits of audiences in different countries and age groups. 

3. Analysis of External Translation Strategies for Gansu’s ICH 

3.1 Craft-based ICH (Lanzhou Carved Gourds) 

The focus of the external translation of Lanzhou Carved Gourds lies in the accurate transmission of craft terminology 
and cultural images. It is necessary to combine multimodal translation theory to construct a three-dimensional 



Xiaoqin Zhang 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.10.004 1863 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

translation system of “terminology translation and image assistance and text annotation” (Liu, 2023). 
For craft terminology translation, follow the principle of “accuracy and comprehensibility” to avoid ambiguity 

caused by literal translation. For example, “刀法” is not just a knife technique. Specifically, it includes “阴刻” (in-
cised carving, where the carved marks are lower than the surface of the gourd) and “阳刻” (relief carving, where the 
carved marks are higher than the surface of the gourd), and supplementary explanations should be added during 
translation; “针描” is translated as needle tracing with an annotation: Using a steel needle as a tool to carve lines as 
thin as hair on the surface of the gourd, which is used to show the facial expressions of characters or the texture of 
clothes(Sun & Jia, 2024). 

For cultural image translation, because images with strong Chinese cultural characteristics, such as “八仙”, the 
strategy of “transliteration and free translation, and annotation” is adopted. For example, “八仙” is translated as the 
Eight Immortals with an annotation: Eight immortals in Chinese folk tales, each with a unique image and magic 
weapon, representing good meanings such as auspiciousness, longevity, and wisdom, and are commonly seen in 
traditional Chinese artworks (Yu, Pan, & Zhang, 2016). 

For multimodal assisted translation: On the basis of the translated text, high-definition pictures are matched to 
show the details of the finished carved gourds, such as the magic weapons of the Eight Immortals, short videos are 
made to present the complete craft process of “gourd selection-base preparation-drawing-carving-coloring” with bi-
lingual subtitle explanations, allowing overseas audiences to intuitively understand the technical characteristics and 
cultural images. (Li, 2016) 

3.2 Performance-based ICH (Gannan Tibetan Opera) 

The translation focus for Gannan Tibetan Opera is preserving artistic characteristics while clearly interpreting culture. 
It requires balancing the literariness of the libretto, the immediacy of the performance, and the complexity of the 
culture, building a multidimensional translation system of “libretto translation and action explanation and cultural 
annotation” (Hu & Xu, 2023) 

For libretto translation, follow the principle of prioritizing rhythm while considering meaning, accurately convey-
ing lyrical meaning while preserving the original rhyme scheme. As Gannan Tibetan Opera librettos are often poetic 
with strict meter and rhyme, they use meaning-based translation and rhyme adaptation. For example, a line from the 
opera “Prince Norzang” – “雪山之巅有雪莲，纯洁无瑕映蓝天” – could be translated as “On the snow-capped 
mountain top grows the snow lotus, pure and flawless, reflecting the blue sky”, preserving the original artistic con-
ception while adapting to English poetic rhyme conventions. 

For performance action explanation, use a concise description and interpretation of symbolic meaning to help 
overseas audiences understand the cultural connotations behind actions. For example, the action where an actor 
“raises both hands above the head, palms facing each other” is translated as holding hands above the head with palms 
facing each other, annotated as “This is the ‘salute to the deities’ in Tibetan Opera, showing reverence and piety 
towards the gods.” 

For cultural annotation, provide concise annotations for cultural rituals, symbols, etc., involved in the opera. For 
example, the “红色面具” is translated as red mask, annotated as symbolizing majesty and power, often worn by roles 
like kings and ministers. The “白色面具” is translated as white mask, annotated as symbolizing purity and kindness, 
often worn by young female or deity roles. 

4. Design of Digital-empowered Dissemination Paths 

4.1 Building a Gansu ICH Digital Museum 

With panoramic display, interactive experience, and bilingual service as the core, build an online-offline integrated 
Gansu ICH Digital Museum to break through geographical restrictions and realize the permanent online and immer-
sive experience of ICH. Use VR technology to construct a virtual exhibition hall, setting up two special exhibition 
areas: Lanzhou Carved Gourd Hall and Gannan Tibetan Opera Hall. Set up offline experience centers in Lanzhou, 
Gannan, and other places, equipped with VR equipment, interactive screens, and other facilities. Establish a Gansu 
ICH database, collecting historical materials, craft videos, performance audios, and other contents of Lanzhou Carved 
Gourds and Gannan Tibetan Opera, and classify and label the data, such as Carved Gourd Knife Techniques and 
Tibetan Opera Mask Types, to facilitate users’ retrieval and research. At the same time, through data analysis of users’ 
browsing habits and interest points, accurately push relevant content to improve the dissemination effect. 
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4.2 Short Video Platform Strategy 

Open official accounts on Douyin and TikTok. For Lanzhou Carved Gourds: produce 1-3 minute short videos of the 
production process of Lanzhou Carved Gourds, focusing on key steps such as selecting gourds and needle tracing, 
add bilingual subtitle explanations, and highlight the refinement characteristics of the craft(Hua, 2020); For Gannan 
Tibetan Opera: release wonderful clips such as mask dances and martial arts moves, explain the meaning of the moves 
with subtitles, shoot behind-the-scenes footage of Gannan Tibetan Opera such as mask making and singing practice 
to show the daily life of ICH inheritors(Wang, 2009), and use popular short video stickers and special effects to 
attract young users. Build a Gansu ICH short video content matrix to attract the attention of overseas young groups. 

4.3 Cross-border Cooperation 

Cross-border cooperation is a key measure to break the ICH dissemination circle and expand the audience coverage. 
By linking with the fields of games, film, and television, and cultural and creative industries, transform Gansu’s ICH 
elements into cultural products popular with the public, and realize the integrated dissemination of ICH. Cooperate 
with well-known domestic and foreign game companies to develop game content integrating elements of Lanzhou 
Carved Gourds and Gannan Tibetan Opera. Jointly shoot Gansu ICH theme documentaries with film and television 
companies. The documentaries use bilingual subtitles, and the camera focuses on the craft inheritance stories of 
Lanzhou Carved Gourd inheritors and the behind-the-scenes of Gannan Tibetan Opera performances, triggering emo-
tional resonance among overseas audiences through real narratives. Develop a series of cultural and creative products 
based on the patterns of Lanzhou Carved Gourds and the mask elements of Gannan Tibetan Opera, such as scarves 
with carved gourd patterns, key chains in the shape of Tibetan Opera masks, and notebooks with ICH themes.  

5. Practical Suggestions and Prospects 

5.1 Co-establishing an ICH External Translation Laboratory 

Integrate resources from government, universities, and cultural institutions. Collaborate with entities like the Gansu 
Bamboo Slips Museum and Northwest Normal University to co-establish a Gansu ICH External Translation Labor-
atory, creating a professional platform integrating research, practice, and promotion. Develop external translation 
standards for ICH like Lanzhou Carved Gourds and Gannan Tibetan Opera, compile a Gansu ICH External Transla-
tion Guide containing standard English translations and annotation examples for craft terminology, cultural imagery, 
and performance symbols. Operate the Gansu ICH Digital Museum and short video accounts, developing digital 
communication tools for ICH. Organize training and practical activities in ICH translation, providing guidance for 
students and inheritors. 

5.2 Developing ICH External Translation Courses 

Incorporate ICH external translation into the university talent training system, and construct a curriculum system of 
“theory and practice, and innovation” to cultivate compound talents with both translation ability and cultural com-
munication awareness. Cooperate with the ICH External Translation Laboratory to carry out practical teaching, or-
ganizing students to participate in the translation optimization of the “Gansu ICH List”, the bilingual content compi-
lation of the ICH Digital Museum, and the subtitling of short videos. 

5.3 Promoting with the Help of the Digital Silk Road 

Relying on the international cooperation platform and resource advantages of the Digital Silk Road, promote cultural 
exchanges between Gansu’s ICH and countries and regions along the route, and realize the breakthrough from do-
mestic dissemination to international popularity. Establish cooperative relationships with cultural institutions and 
media platforms in countries along the Digital Silk Road (Du, 2021). Display VR craft videos of Lanzhou Carved 
Gourds and bilingual performance clips of Gannan Tibetan Opera. With the help of events such as the Digital Silk 
Road International Forum and the China-Central Asia Cultural and Art Festival, hold events such as the Gansu ICH 
Digital Exhibition and the ICH Translation Achievement Launch Conference. Establish an international dissemina-
tion effect evaluation mechanism for Gansu’s ICH, understand the interest points and needs of audiences in different 
countries by analyzing the browsing data, interaction data, and cultural product sales data of overseas users, and 
dynamically adjust the external translation strategies and dissemination contents. 
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6. Conclusion 

This paper analyzed the bottlenecks in translating Gansu’s ICH, integrated multimodal translation theory and digital 
humanities technologies, constructed differentiated translation strategies for craft and performance ICH, designed 
communication pathways involving Digital Museum and Short Videos and Cross-border Collaboration, and proposed 
practical suggestions from three dimensions: industry-academia-research collaboration, talent cultivation, and inter-
national platform alignment. In the future, with continuous technological innovation and increasing international 
cultural exchange, the translation and communication of Gansu’s ICH require ongoing innovation. It must both ad-
here to cultural authenticity, ensuring the accuracy of translation and the integrity of cultural connotations, and keep 
pace with trends, flexibly utilizing new technologies, platforms, and forms. The ultimate goal is to enable overseas 
audiences to truly understand, like, and share Gansu’s ICH, finally achieving the leap for Gansu’s ICH from cultural 
heritage to international cultural brand, injecting more Gansu strength into the international communication of Chi-
nese culture. 
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