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Cultural rituality and heritage revitalization =

values of ancestral temple architecture painting
art from the perspective of relational sociology
theory
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Abstract

Recent research has primarily focused on the genealogical relationship between ancestral temple painting and its
spatial carriers, highlighting a shift in perspective from artistry to symbolism to kinship. While some scholars have
noted the influence of ritual culture on architectural painting, few have explored its kinship relationship with archi-
tectural carriers. By incorporating relational sociology theory, this study chronologically reviews events influenc-

ing the formation of ancestral temple ritual culture, constructs a developmental model, and conducts case studies
on the ethicality of architectural painting art, thus establishing a relational sociology analysis framework. Findings: (1)
Ancestral temple architectural painting exhibits the ethicality and educational value inherent in Confucian concepts;
(2) Themes such as immortal life, literati and scholars, and common folk simplicity highlight the spiritual and material
kinship of ancestral temple painting. The vocabulary used in titles such as "He (rapprochement-#0)", "He (reunifica-
tion-£)", "wealth (W1)", "happiness (5R)", "blessing (#8)", and "longevity (F)" reveals a positive transmission of Confu-
cian values; (3) The five main artistic expressions of ancestral temple painting are metaphor through objects ({84108
&), the personification of events (DL AI§ ), using the past to illuminate the present (& & 18j4), expressing aspira-
tions through objects FEHNIAIS), and pun-based symbolism (& & E); (4) The decorative elements of ancestral
temples correspond to the forms of their painting art, with the former extendmg the space of the tomb sacrificial
system and the latter representing artistic inheritance. The development of ancestral temple architecture has formed
dual developmental contexts centered on ritual culture and supplemented by academic dissemination, fluctuating
with the status of Confucianism. The relational sociology model shows that the political aspects of ancestral temples
form a sub-lineage of their ritual culture, closely linked to reforms in the educational system and transformations

in building functions, further influencing architectural form and decorative art.
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Introduction

Ancestral temples were significant sites for ancestor wor-
ship in ancient Chinese society, embodying clan culture’s
profound heritage and historical continuity [1]. Through
kinship structures, ancestral temples are not only inte-
gral to clan heritage but also central to the formation of
ritual ceremonies and ancestral hall architectural culture.
Additionally, the art of ancestral temple painting reflects
the unique connotations of ancestor worship culture
[2]. Since the United Nations promulgated the Conven-
tion for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Herit-
age in 2003, there has been a growing global consensus
on cultural heritage protection, promoting the preser-
vation and transmission of traditional cultural heritage
worldwide [3]. In Japan, the document "SANDPE " [4]
explicitly advocates for the protection of conventional
Shinto shrine culture. Kim [5] also emphasizes incorpo-
rating Korean Shinto shrines into cultural heritage pro-
tection. The Koguryo Tombs, as a significant symbol of
Korean ritual culture, were proposed for World Heritage
protection in 2003 [6]. Balancing heritage and economy,
traditional ceremonies like the Nguyen Dynasty ancestor
worship in Vietnam are held regularly (e.g., Hue Imperial
City God Temple-Jli{t 2 $#%B& &), with authorities incor-
porating such ritual culture into national intangible cul-
tural heritage protection projects [7].

Ancestor worship is a critical component of traditional
Chinese culture, embodying deep connotations of ances-
tor worship and ritual culture [8]. As spatial carriers of
ritual activities, Confucian temples symbolize Confu-
cian ethics and social structure [9]. Ancestral halls are
also crucial to Confucian culture. Compared to other
historical buildings, clan heritage is relatively marginal-
ized in modern society [10]. Despite local governments’
efforts to protect clan heritage, challenges remain [11]:
(1) uneven resource distribution and insufficient protec-
tion funds; (2) low public participation and inadequate
traditional cultural awareness; (3) imperfect laws and
regulations, resulting in ineffective protection measures.
Fundamentally, these issues stem from a societal lack of
understanding of cultural heritage [12].

Li et al. [2] and Emerson [13] have explored how rit-
ual art conveys and constructs kinship relations through
visual content. Li et al. [14] and Rege [15] tend to focus
on the social functionality of ritual art, emphasizing its
role in strengthening community cohesion and foster-
ing national identity. However, they largely overlook
the complex interplay between artistic forms and social
structures. Branson’s [16] theory of cultural capital
highlights how ritual art, as a form of symbolic capital,
sustains and reinforces kinship relations within social
networks. He asserts that artistic forms serve not only
as a medium for cultural expression but also as a critical
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tool for maintaining and reshaping social relations [17].
Hall's [18] concept of "ritual symbolic reconstruction”
further posits that ritual art conveys social values and
cultural identity through symbolic content, while also
reflecting and influencing the transformation of social
structures and spatial organization through the recom-
bination and reinterpretation of symbols [19]. Despite
these insights, current research has yet to fully elucidate
the specific mechanisms by which artistic forms, across
different cultural contexts, function both as a component
of social capital and as a medium for reproducing kinship
relations within social structures [20].

In ancestral temples, paintings serve not only as sym-
bolic representations of kinship relations but also as vital
instruments for maintaining clan cohesion. Elements
such as family trees and genealogical charts not only
document the historical lineage of the clan but also sym-
bolize the prosperity and continuity of the family [21].
These paintings use visual symbols to communicate kin-
ship relations and intergenerational continuity among
clan members, thereby reinforcing collective identity
within the clan. The depiction of mythical creatures like
dragons, phoenixes, and qilins on the walls embodies the
Confucian ideals of auspiciousness while simultaneously
reflecting the hierarchical structure of ancient Chinese
society [22]. These visual motifs convey social messages
related to status, power, and morality, thereby reinforc-
ing the internal hierarchy and ethical norms of the clan.
Moreover, the placement of paintings within ancestral
temples is closely aligned with the spatial arrangement
of ritual activities. The location and content of different
paintings serve to delineate functional zones and define
ritual spaces within the temple [23, 24]. For example, the
depiction of dragons and elephants on the walls of the
sacrificial area signifies the sanctity of the space, while
other paintings may be positioned at entrances or pas-
sageways to greet clan members participating in the ritu-
als. Through such visual demarcation and signification
of space, ritual culture is materialized within the physi-
cal environment, enhancing the solemnity and sanctity of
ritual practices.

As a unique artistic heritage, ancestral temple painting
reflects the symbolic significance of kinship and geneal-
ogy culture [25]. The kinship in ancestral temple mural
art not only accurately reflects clan relations but has also
ascended to the level of "genealogical identity symbolism
and cultural identity" [2]. The focus areas include "ances-
tral temple painting decoration,” "visual art’s kinship,"
and "art heritage’s architectural cultural continuity."

Li et al. [2] noted that with modernization, ances-
tral temple paintings have become symbols and cultural
landscapes, tasked with educating the public and main-
taining cultural identity. Zhang [26] highlighted that the
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decorative art of Jing E Academy (FE# FP7) respects
traditional Confucian teachings through its pattern com-
binations and decorative techniques. Kahn [27] posited
that the mural art of Ma'ohi’s "family-style temples" serves
to foster community identity and showcase economic
power. Vucetic [28] found that the art of Bodjani Mon-
astery’s old-period Colombian ancestral temple murals
likely reveals the intersection of religious beliefs and
local political power. Michell [29] revealed the progres-
sive layout of mural art in Indian temples, where spatial
elements like murals, sculptures, and decorative patterns
create a space of religious nature. Zhou [30] interpreted
Ming Dynasty official ancestral halls (E i), revealing the
role of grey sculptures and color use in expressing genea-
logical ideology. Li [31] explored how family influence is
artistically represented in ancestral hall imagery, uncov-
ering that these visual elements stem from clan members’
memory and reverence for ancestors, and revealing the
complex connections behind the symbolism in Confu-
cian temple architecture.

Koh and Lee [32] examined how ancestral temple
murals serve the educational function of Sungkyunkwan
(FX$AVE), analyzing the cultural continuity between the
spatial layout of ancestral temple buildings and ritual cer-
emonies, and how mural themes strengthen community
cohesion through symbolism and narrativity. Brereton
[33] considered ancestral temple sacrificial activities as
interdependent, manifested in shared murals that main-
tain the continuity of education and religious practice.
Ji [34] emphasized the continuation of the ancient tomb
system in traditional educational spaces, highlighting its
importance in shaping clan power, and explored the sym-
bolic meanings in tomb murals, such as ancestor wor-
ship and social status expression. Grapard [35] explored
the relationship between the architecture of 22 Japanese
Shinto shrines and the social concepts and ritual ideolo-
gies behind them, noting the demands of ritual culture
during the Heian period, and suggesting that architec-
tural painting reflects the social structure and religious
beliefs of that time. Li et al. [11] found functional over-
laps between the teaching and sacrificial functions of
Song Dynasty academies, while the decorative position
and content of tomb murals revealed the sociality and
rituality of these functions [36].

In summary, recent research focuses on the genea-
logical relationship between ancestral temple painting
and its spatial carriers, showing a shift from artistry to
symbolism to kinship. Two academic questions arise:
(1) How does genealogical culture express itself through
painting in terms of artistry? (2) How does genealogi-
cal culture in ancestral temple painting manifest in dif-
ferent social structures in terms of kinship? Zhang et al.
[12] noted that ancestral temples continue the early
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tomb sacrifice system, while Li et al. [2] believed that the
themes of ancestral hall murals fully reflect ritual cul-
ture. Although Li et al. [14], Miller [37], and Choi [38]
have noted the influence of Chinese ritual culture on the
artistic expression of ancestral temple painting, few have
explored its kinship relationship with the development of
ancestral temple architecture. To date, this relationship
remains underexplored, which is where this study aims to
contribute.

This study explores the artistic culture and heritage
value of ancestral temple architectural painting from
the perspective of relational sociology. The following
assumptions are made in this study: the ritual culture
embedded within the spatial layout of ancestral temples
is primarily manifested through the ethical dimensions of
their painting art. This research aims to extend the visual
representation of artistic heritage into the realm of her-
meneutics by establishing a kinship relationship between
ancestral temples and their painting art, thereby provid-
ing a research paradigm for the application of relational
sociological theory and qualitative case study methods.

Methodology

Data sources

This study’s research materials are sourced from the
first and second volumes of "Guangzhou Ancestral Hall
Architectural Murals" published by Liu [39, 40]. These
books aim to systematically organize and study the
unique ancestral hall mural art in the Guangzhou region.
As a distinct art form vulnerable to environmental dam-
age, the documentation and dissemination of these
murals depend on literature materials such as books.
Considering cultural preservation, academic research,
and educational dissemination, Liu [39, 40] meticulously
documents 521 representative ancestral hall murals with
illustrations, covering their origins, themes, techniques,
stylistic features, and their associations with the respec-
tive ancestral halls.

To focus on the topic, this paper extracts information
related to mural descriptions from the books and catego-
rizes and lists data such as images, author information,
dates, painting titles, decorative locations, and dimen-
sions. Further classification categorizes the themes and
story content of the murals into groups A and B, respec-
tively, for preliminary coding of the initial classification.
Selective coding is applied to highly similar content infor-
mation (Table 1). Figure 1 shows the number of murals in
groups A and B after selective coding.

Theoretical and analytical framework of relational
sociology

The factors influencing the ritual culture formed by
ancestral temple architecture are complex, making this
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Table 1 Table of initial versus selective coding for Groups A and B
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Initial encoding

Group A: Topic selection/coding

Group B: Content/coding

Landscapes (a),Character Scene (b), Flowers & Birds (c),Portfolio Pictures (d),
Bird & Beast (e), Plant (f), Flowers & Birds- Patterned (g), Flowers & Birds &
Rare Birds (h), People (i), Fish & Insects (j), Scenes (k)

Aspiring life (a), Historical Allusion (b), Myths & Legends (c), Beautiful
yearning (d), Good Luck (e), Harmonic Allegory (f), Strive For Prestige (g),
Folk Stories (h), Legendary Stories (i), Fables (j), History People (k), Fisher-
man Farming (), Character Image (m), Folklore (n), Life as a resident (o),
Birds & Flowers (p)

Selective encoding

Code Number Component element Code Number Component element
Scenery D 37 a, k Historical Allusion ® 183 b,q,l

Character @ 318 b,i Legendary Story @ 99 ckhnj

Floral Plant @ 137 o f Aspiring Life 58 a,do

Portfolio Pictures @ 18 dg Auspicious Parable @ 176 efp

Bird & Beast B 11 e h,j Celebrity Story 5 k, m

Group A

Fig. 1 Number of murals in groups A and B after selective coding

paper a multidisciplinary study integrating history, soci-
ology, and architectural phenomenology. The theory of
relational sociology and its related analytical methods
are particularly suitable for this study. This theory can be
traced back to the concept of "social relations" defined by
Belgian sociologist Dubreuil in 1912 [41]. After the 1950s,
Tilly [42] expanded relational social research to the moti-
vational level and proposed the concepts of 'Chains of
Interaction’ and ’Social Movements. He suggested that
understanding social phenomena and the dynamic pro-
cesses of social structure is based on three elements
[42]: social ties, interaction patterns, and institutional
contexts. By incorporating Historical Sociology [43] and
Geopolitics [44] to describe the complexity of social

Group B

phenomena, Tilly [45] proposed a sociology research
method based on interactive relationships, providing a
new direction for analyzing social structures and power
dynamics. Through the developments by Alimi et al. [46],
Fox and Alldred [47], Denzin [48], and Murphy [49], it
has evolved into a mature and widely recognized theoret-
ical and methodological system, shifting social structure
research to a dynamic relationship paradigm.

This theory views social structure as a system that can
shape individual behavior and social dynamics, with the
fundamental principle being that social phenomena are
not static structures but constantly changing relational
networks. Tilly [45] defined ’relation’ as a dynamic pro-
cess that can be analyzed and interpreted, embedded in
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social interactions and power relationships. On a macro
level, Demetriou [50] considered social relations to be
interaction patterns within large social structures and
institutions, while on a micro level, they refer to direct
interactions and communications between individuals.
Building on Tilly’s theory, he proposed the social rela-
tionship analysis method of "dynamic interaction."” Incor-
porating the frameworks of Hu [51] and Xia et al. [52],
this paper constructs an analysis framework of relational
sociology (Table 2a) to illustrate the core concepts of this
theory [42-45].

This research framework draws on the logical diagram
format of Zhang and Wang [53] (Table 2b): (1) Conduct
a literature review on the selected topic, establishing the
research question, gap, aim, objective, and hypothesis,
thereby exploring the relationship between the ritual cul-
ture of ancestral temples and their architectural painting;
(2) Match appropriate theoretical methods to the topic
and construct an analytical framework; (3) Examine rel-
evant historical events influencing the development of
ancestral temple architecture from the perspective of rit-
ual culture, detailing the time, location, participants, and
actions, to investigate the motives behind these events.
Based on the social impact of these events, classify them
into several impact layers, code them, and construct a
model of the relationships and development trajectories
among events to explore the dynamic patterns of devel-
opment; (4) Use ancestral temple architectural painting
as a case study, analyzing its story topics and meanings
in terms of visual art’s ethicality and educational value,
to find the relationship between these paintings and the
rituals and cultural origins of the ancestral temple; (5)
Establish a model of the interaction between the ancestral
temple’s ancestral worship culture and its architectural
painting ritual art, comparing and discussing research
findings with similar studies. Finally, create an academic
contribution map to illustrate how this research advances
the field; (6) Thoroughly discuss the research results and
limitations, identify new unresolved issues, and propose
effective improvements.

During the event encoding phase, this study collected
over 2000 historical events related to the develop-
ment of ancestral temples from the works of Wang [54],
Huang [55], Kong [56, 57], and various historical archives
(Appendix A—Historical event list). From this exten-
sive dataset, 26 events were selected and encoded based
on their significant impact on the evolution of ances-
tral temple architecture, with a focus on their tempo-
ral development. Given the continuity of Chinese ritual
culture, the timeframe for these events extends back to
the Qin dynasty (213 B.C.), ensuring comprehensive cov-
erage and historical depth in the analysis. These events
encompass various dimensions, including changes in
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ritual systems, political transformations, economic devel-
opments, military influences, architectural functions,
and ideological shifts. The impact of historical events is
inherently multidimensional. Encoding each event under
a single influencing layer could lead to a one-sided inter-
pretation of the research findings. Therefore, events were
encoded under one or more influencing layers based on
their social impact, ensuring the scientific rigor and pre-
cision required for constructing the subsequent relational
sociological model [45]. This methodological approach
aids in identifying both the primary and secondary tra-
jectories that have shaped the development of ancestral
temples.

Results

The culture of ancestral temples has developed in the dual
vein of ritual culture, supplemented by scholarly
communication

The reform of the ancient Chinese ritual system signifi-
cantly combined patriarchal authority and consolidation
of governance [2]. While Zhang et al. [12] argued that
ancestral temple architecture reflected the spatial conti-
nuity of the early tomb sacrifice system, this paper pos-
its that the architectural functions evolved with shifts
in state intentions and economic development. Table 3
chronologically lists significant events from 213 B.C. to
the early twenty-first century that impacted the develop-
ment of ancestral temples, aiming to uncover the social
logic behind the formation of their ritual culture.

Table 3 displays 26 key events influencing the cultural
origin of ancestral temples and reflects the main devel-
opment trajectory under the guidance of ancestor wor-
ship. The ancestral temple culture gradually shifted from
deity worship during the Chu State period (223 B.C.) to
ancestor worship, meeting the needs of religious ritu-
als [39]. For example, the wall paintings in the Tomb
Chamber of King Wu'an (REZEEE) depicting gener-
als and mythical beasts not only served to ward off evil
but also enhanced the atmosphere of the sacrificial ritu-
als through symbolic imagery [58]. By the Sui, Tang, and
Song dynasties (581-1279), the rituality of the ancestral
temple architectural space was strengthened. The reform
of the educational system [56] transformed "temples" into
"Study Temples (3J&)" [59], and the imperial examina-
tion system (%) integrated Study Palaces (¥E),
Academies ($5%), and Private Sishu (E [EJFfA%) into sac-
rificial spaces [57], presenting a situation of ’integration
of official and private education’ (B*®8i#), where tal-
ent cultivation was closely linked to Confucianism. The
emergence of the Confucian Temple of Academies (P57
fLFJ&) marked the formation of a ’balanced emphasis
on politics and education’ (F{#¥{Jfi&), highlighting the
importance of ancestor worship ritual culture centered
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around ancestral halls [56]. However, due to practical
needs, the layout of ancestral halls, originally centered,
was transformed into a parallel arrangement of "temple in
the east, academy in the west’ (= JlEPA=#) on the proposal
of Huang Gongdu (B /2Jg), ensuring the independence
of ancestor worship and educational functions [57]. As
common decorations in sacrificial spaces, the architec-
tural paintings in the Rock Mountain Temple (;8[LI=F &),
themed on court life, fully exhibited the ethical concepts
of loyalty, ritual, and hierarchical order [60].

From the Song to the Qing dynasty (960-1912), the
ancestral temple played a more significant role in soci-
ety as the status of Confucianism rose, reflected in the
court’s policy of funding the repair of temples damaged
in wars and natural disasters [54, 56]. With the populari-
zation of Confucianism in folk beliefs, family ancestors
and other sages were also included as objects of wor-
ship, and those who made significant contributions to the
nation were recorded in the sacrificial ceremonies [57]. In
this context, ancestral temples were meticulously classi-
fied into Official Ancestral Halls (‘Ejfial), Rural Temples (
% &), Study Temples (&), United Ancestral Halls (
B%5Riid), Ancestral Halls for the Esteemed Sages (5t
fidl), and more, including commemorative buildings like
Memorial Archways (f£1fj) and Pai Archways (J&#%). The
painting art of these buildings was often closely related to
memorial ceremonies and worship objects [2]. It is worth
noting that architectural paintings also broke out of
ancestral temples and integrated into public life (decorat-
ing bedrooms and courtyards), with themes usually cen-
tered on ethical indoctrination [61]. Overall, during this
period, Confucianism rose to the national political level
and became a tool for consolidating power and maintain-
ing social order [57].

With the rapid decline of Confucianism’s status, the
development of ancestral temple architecture stagnated
after the Republic of China (1912), and many buildings
were destroyed. In 1915, the New Culture Movement
advocating "liberty" and "science" called for the destruc-
tion of local Confucius temples and the cessation of sacri-
ficial activities [59]. The development of ancestral temple
architecture suffered a second severe blow during the
Cultural Revolution in 1966, when numerous Confucian
texts, ancestral halls, and decorations were destroyed.
With the spread of new ideas and the emergence of more
modern schools [62], ancestral temples gradually lost
their function as places for ancestor worship and became
part of the cultural landscape. It was not until the twenty-
first century that ancestral temple architecture began to
receive attention and protection again [63].

Sippola et al. [67] pointed out that the essence of his-
torical research is to reveal the relationship between cul-
tural capital and power in social structures. To clearly
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present the development trajectory of Chinese ances-
tral temple architecture from the perspective of rela-
tional sociology, this paper categorizes and encodes the
26 events in Table 3 into six types (politics, Confucian-
ism’s status, philosophy, education, decoration, military,
functionality, layout) according to Tilly’s [45] theory of
relational sociology, reflecting the nature of their impact.
Then, based on the interrelationships between the events,
this paper constructs a multi-layered model of the for-
mation of ancestral temple culture. Figure 2a is the event
relationship model, reflecting direct impact relation-
ships, indirect impact relationships, and causal relation-
ships between the events. Figure 2b is the development
trajectory model, which reflects the main development
trajectory through the aggregation trend of events. When
many events gather in one category, it indicates the over-
all trend of event development. Events marked with red
lines constitute the main trajectory of event develop-
ment, while those marked with blue represent branch
trajectories. These models aim to show how ancestral
temple architecture in different periods was influenced
by multiple factors and reveal the specific roles of these
factors in shaping ritual culture.

Figure 2a demonstrates the relationships between
events. Events 1— 3 —4 have a causal relationship. The
Qin Dynasty’s "Burning of books and burying of scholars"
(BEH1E) (event-1) undermined Confucianism’s status
but also laid the foundation for the restoration of Con-
fucian thought, prompting Liu Ban (X|¥F) of the West-
ern Han to worship Confucius (event-3) and re-promote
Confucianism and the construction of Study Palaces (3
&) (event-4). Additionally, Events 4—8—9—10 also
exhibit a causal relationship. The re-promotion of Confu-
cianism and establishment of Study Palaces (#=) during
the Western Han (event-4) laid the ideological founda-
tion for the Sui Dynasty’s centralization and the imple-
mentation of the imperial examination system (event-8),
which also encouraged the phenomenon of temple con-
struction during the Tang Dynasty (event-9). These
events demonstrate the dominance of Confucian thought
at the time and provide a rationale for the upgrade of
Confucius temples from ordinary folk buildings to "Kings
of Temples" (E Ji&).

Events 9—10— 12 have a direct impact relationship.
The construction of Confucius temples in local schools
during the Tang Dynasty (event-9) and the posthumous
title of King of Wenxuan (3 EE) given to Confucius
(event-10) laid the foundation for Emperor Zhenzong of
Song to follow Emperor Xuanzong of Tang in perform-
ing Confucian worship activities and granting Con-
fucius titles (event-12), further promoting the spread
of Confucianism and ancestral temple culture. Events
22 — 24— 25 also have a direct impact relationship. The
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Qin to Song Dynasty Period

| | | | | | | | | |

|
Yuan Dynasty to the Modern Period

Legend: »~ “~ Causal Relation ' Direct Impact ~~ . Indirect Impact
a. A relational sociology model based on events in Table 3.

Qin to Song Dynasty Period

| | | | | | |

1121031741516 7|89 10 [11][12] [13][14

Politics

sCt:?f:cianism‘s Philosophy “Education Decoration || Military || Functionality || Layout
u

15116 |17 (18] [19] 20 2ll 221 23] 242526
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|
Yuan Dynasty to the Modern Period

Before Sui dynasty [ ] Tang and Song dynasties []
Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties []  After the Republic of China []
Main Line branch line

b. Based on the developmental lineage model of events in Table 3.

Fig. 2 Historical origins of ritual culture in Chinese ancestral temple architecture
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ideological liberation movement opposing old Confu-
cianism (event-22) can partly explain why Confucian
thought was labeled as feudal during the Cultural Revo-
lution (event-24). The cultural movement’s blind rejec-
tion of traditional Confucianism led to the destruction of
many valuable relics and texts (event-24), thus promoting
efforts to protect Confucian and ancestral temple herit-
age (event-25).

Events 2—5— 13— 14 have an indirect impact rela-
tionship. The deity worship phenomenon reflected in
the Chu State’s "Questions to Heaven" (X[B]) (event-2)
marked the popularity of early religious thought. Power
struggles during the Northern and Southern Dynasties
triggered academic thought reforms (event-5), promot-
ing the rise of other schools of thought. The advocacy
of "temple in the east, academy in the west" (%% J&PA%)
by Huang Gongdu (B2 /¥) during the Southern Song
(event-13) and the creation of murals in the Rock Moun-
tain Temple (38ILIZF/&) (event-14) indirectly reflected
the integration of religious and ethical culture in archi-
tecture. Events 11 - 16— 19— 26 also have an indirect
impact relationship. The increase in the hundred schools
of thought (B%#15) and folk beliefs (event-11) liber-
ated thought, and ancestor worship was no longer con-
fined to Confucius alone. This indirectly corresponds
to the diversity of ancestral temple types and worship
objects (event-16). The popularity of folk ancestor wor-
ship partly explains event-19: ancestral temple architec-
tural painting became a popular folk culture. Event-26
provides real data for event-19: many private residences
and ancient buildings have architectural paintings.

Figure 2b reveals that, from the perspective of rela-
tional sociology, the events dominated by ancestor wor-
ship culture constitute the main development trajectory
influencing the ritual culture of ancestral temple archi-
tecture. These events revolve around the social fluctua-
tions of Confucianism’s status. Meanwhile, the political
nature of ancestral temples forms the branch trajectory
of their ritual culture, often closely linked to changes in
the educational system and the transformation of archi-
tectural functions. The bureaucratic system prevalent
and hereditary in ancient China endowed the architec-
ture itself with a hierarchical system, and reforms in the
ritual system at different times formed part of the ances-
tor worship culture of ancestral temples, viewed as tools
for ideological unification. For example, the upgrade of
Confucius temples to national-level "Kings of Temples" (
E &) during the Tang Dynasty (event-10) not only rein-
forced the status of Confucianism in national ideology
but also symbolized the unification of state power and
cultural heritage through the elevation of architectural
hierarchy. Similarly, the elevation of Confucius’s temple
sacrificial status to grand sacrifice (XJji€) during the Qing
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Dynasty (event-21) further solidified its top position in
the national sacrificial system, highlighting the esteemed
status of Confucianism through changes in architectural
form.

The thematic story reflects the Confucian idea of ethicality:
diligence, rapprochement, benevolence and love

The architectural paintings in Chinese ancestral temples
commonly feature themes of "loyalty and filial piety (&
#)," "propriety and righteousness (¥L)," and "integrity
and sense of shame (J#HE)," highlighting the emphasis on
Confucian ethical values such as diligence, rapproche-
ment, benevolence, and love. These themes reflect the
traditional society’s constraints on moral norms to a
certain extent [2]. The 16 samples in Table 4 collectively
illustrate the ethical characteristics of ancestral temple
architectural paintings, depicting scenes such as drink-
ing and merrymaking, farming, the pursuit of knowl-
edge, and the pursuit of fortune [39, 40]. Samples 1-7
emphasize simple ethical concepts such as indifference
to fame and fortune, the pursuit of knowledge, and dili-
gence. Using situational narrative (1§ = 4X%) as an artis-
tic expression, the work "Poetry, Wine, Music, and Chess
(JFIBZHE)" portrays the talents of Sun Guangxian (3¢
5%) of the Song Dynasty, while "music, chess, calligraphy,
and painting" depict the lifestyle of prominent families
and literati. Despite using the same mode of expression,
the work "Reading (I£)" conveys its meaning in a very
implicit manner. It requires interpreting subtle changes
in the expressions of the characters in the painting and
the symbolic significance of the books, metaphorically
suggesting the importance of knowledge and reverence
for scholarship. The character is based on Su Qin (75.%)
from the Warring States period, who often read until late
at night. When he felt sleepy, he would prick his thigh
with an awl to stay awake [68]. This story aligns with the
spirits conveyed in "Bores a Hole in the Wall to Borrow
Light (E¥{£¢)" [69] and "Hanging the Beam and Stab-
bing the Thigh (& 32®If%)" [70], all emphasizing that only
by reading good books can one achieve official success.
The works "Fishing, Woodcutting, Farming, and Studying
(JBMEFHE)" [71] and "Wuniang Figures (FRIRE)" [72]
mainly use detailed brushstrokes and vivid depictions
of characters, clothing, and expressions to showcase the
different life stages and spiritual outlooks of lower-class
workers and housewives, emphasizing the values of both
labor and the pursuit of knowledge. The latter depicts
Zhao Wuniang (X F}}) from the Han Dynasty, portray-
ing her taking on heavy burdens and earning money to
support her family. Later, she sells her hair to bury her in-
laws and travels a long distance to find her husband in the
capital. She has become a symbol of diligence, kindness,
virtue, and filial piety.
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Samples 8—10 highlight the qualities of rapproche-
ment in Confucian culture [39]. The work "Gongsun of
Happiness at Play (AFpER)" depicts the harmonious
scene of Gongsun Ce (Z2F)3R) of the Northern Song
Dynasty with his children, implying that family har-
mony depends on social fairness and justice through
the portrayal of just and fair officials. The expression
of pun-based symbolism is concentrated in the works
"Harmony Brings Wealth (F1&4M)" and "Harmony
Generates Wealth (FI’S4£EM)," which use mascots
and symbolic icons to convey the philosophy that har-
mony brings wealth and happiness. Rapprochement
and wealth were common pursuits of ancient people.
"Han Shan (E[L))" and "Shi De (}41%)" are two saints
frequently appearing in Chinese folk New Year pic-
tures, often holding an ear of grain and a round box.
In terms of homophony, He (ear of grain-’X), He (box-
&), and "He He (f1A)" sound the same. Symbolically,
the ear of grain represents food, signifying adequate
food and clothing, while the round box represents a gift
box, symbolizing wealth. Therefore, the picture reflects
people’s pursuit of family harmony, adequate food and
clothing, and wealth.

Samples 11-16 praise the qualities of benevolence
and love in Confucian governance concepts [40]. The
works "Three Stars of Happiness at Play (=% & R)"
and "Double Blessings of Happiness and Longevity (
®E M ZE)" adopt the personification of events’ dou-
ble meaning (8E#§F %), vividly interpreting virtues
and visions such as benevolence and love, happiness,
and longevity through character portrayal and scene
setting. The Star of Happiness (8% ), Star of Prosper-
ity (#%2), and Star of Longevity (B %) are three dei-
ties symbolizing happiness, wealth, and longevity. They
sometimes appear in human form and sometimes as
a combination of bats, deer, and immortal peaches to
represent the pattern of the three stars. Their appear-
ance symbolizes happiness, good fortune, and pros-
perity [73]. Samples 13-16 employ metaphor through
objects (1E#¥IIAIE), using specific objects like the
immortal crane and pine tree to symbolize qualities
such as longevity, loyalty, and fidelity. In ancient China,
the crane was the mount of immortals, known as "Rid-
ing a Crane (E3%5)" or "Harnessing a Crane (E53X)" [74].
In the work "Immortal Donating a Crane (] A{5%5),"
an immortal gives a crane to an elderly person. The
elderly person holds a longevity staff, while the accom-
panying boy carries a gourd. The picture implies peo-
ple’s longing for the carefree life of immortals and their
pursuit of longevity, happiness, prosperity, and har-
mony between grandfather and grandson.
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Artistic differences reflected in the context of creation:
themes, values, and colors

Compared to the 16 paintings created during the mid-
to-late Qing Dynasty (1636—1911) as shown in Table 4,
the eight paintings produced after 1911 (Table 5) exhibit
significant differences in artistic expression. Among the
318 paintings analyzed, over 250 were created before
the Republic of China. The stylistic differences among
these samples can be summarized as follows: (1) In the-
matic focus, early samples predominantly centered on
Confucian ethics, kinship ties, and historical anecdotes,
whereas paintings from the Republic of China period
increasingly depicted scenes of everyday life and the
livelihoods of ordinary people, reflecting shifts in social
dynamics; (2) In value transmission, the paintings of the
Qing Dynasty are characterized by a pronounced materi-
ality and realism, often portraying the hardships of lower-
class occupations, the patriotic concerns of fishermen,
and the virtues of women. These themes present both
positive and negative aspects. In contrast, later paintings
adopt a more idealistic tone, featuring scenes of banquets
and leisure activities; (3) In color usage, the paintings
of the Qing Dynasty are marked by high color satura-
tion and significant use of dark tones, which collectively
create a solemn and dignified atmosphere. Conversely,
paintings from the Republic of China period favor softer,
brighter tones, emphasizing visual comfort and a natural-
istic aesthetic.

The divergence in stylistic features is closely related to
the historical context in which these paintings were cre-
ated. During the mid-to-late Qing Dynasty, the policy
of isolationism and the consolidation of central author-
ity reflected the state’s control over local power, as
evidenced by the regulation of clan systems, lineage man-
agement, and the standardization of temple construction.
Ancestral hall rituals, which were elevated from local to
national significance during this time [57], underscored
the increasing importance of clan activities within the
state political structure. Additionally, the reopening of
the Imperial Examination System (®}Z#l) [75], along
with the establishment of institutions such as the Guozi-
jian (EF 1) and Study Palaces (¥E&) [76], imbued the
paintings with a strong emphasis on ethics and educa-
tion. As noted by Li et al. [2], these paintings functioned
as crucial tools for maintaining social order and dissemi-
nating Confucian moral values, frequently highlighting
themes of moral instruction, family lineage, and loyalty.
Furthermore, social upheavals such as the Taiping Rebel-
lion (A K[ESE3N) [77], the Opium Wars (1955 £%5)
[78], and the signing of unequal treaties [79] left a pro-
found imprint on the content of paintings [79]. This is
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evident in paintings from Henan temples depicting bat-
tle scenes, as well as in Sample-2, which portrays dili-
gent students, Sample-3, which depicts the hard work of
farmers, and Sample-6, which captures the simple life of
fishermen. These detailed portrayals of lower-class occu-
pations reflect the difficult circumstances and resilient
spirit of various social strata during turbulent times. The
ritual culture inherent in Qing Dynasty architectural art
[80] was also subject to ethical constraints [81], particu-
larly in color representation. The color schemes of Qing
Dynasty paintings adhered strictly to both imperial and
folk standards, while also conforming to the norms of
Confucian ritual practices [82]. For example, the vibrant
colors used in official attire were intended to symbolize
power and status [83].

In contrast, during the Republic of China period, politi-
cal stability, social harmony, and intellectual enlight-
enment had a profound influence on the ritual art of
ancestral hall paintings. The Revolution of 1911 (3
#dn), which marked the end of thousands of years of
feudal rule, brought about political stability and social
restructuring, fostering a sense of hope and anticipation
for a new social order and way of life [84]. This collective
optimism is evident in the painting’s creations depicted
in Table 5, which feature themes of positivity, optimism,
and idealism. The relative social harmony of the time fur-
ther facilitated a shift in the painting’s themes from the
hierarchical relations rooted in traditional rituals to the
promotion of values such as harmony and equality, as
depicted in the paintings illustrating communal harmony
(Table 5). This transition is closely linked to the influence
of new ideas of liberty and scientific thought introduced
during the New Culture Movement (¥73Z{t3&3h) [85].
The ideological liberation promoted by the "Western
Learning Movement (FBZZREN)" revitalized traditional
painting art, as the rigid artistic styles of the past increas-
ingly failed to meet the evolving aesthetic preferences of
the public. During this period, many ancestral halls were
converted or expanded into public schools [86], a func-
tional transformation that further impacted the artistic
expression of paintings, particularly in terms of color
usage. Unlike the paintings from Table 4, which predomi-
nantly employed primary colors (such as vibrant yellows
and blues) and somber tones (emphasizing a sense of
gravity and painting strength, and highlighting the inter-
nal order of clans and society), the paintings created after
1911 boldly utilized mixed, soft, and bright secondary
colors (Table 5). This color shift reflects the ethical tran-
sition from feudalism to openness [14]. However, certain
paintings, such as Sample-18 (The Dai Family’s Poetry
and Prose), Sample-20 (The Eighteen Great Scholars),
and Sample-24 (Spring Banquet at the Peach and Plum
Garden), retain traditional color schemes in specific
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sections, indicating an adaptive process between tradi-
tion and innovation.

Discussions
Interpretation of results
The development of ancestral temple architecture has
formed a dual developmental context, primarily cen-
tered around ritual culture and secondarily on aca-
demic dissemination, evolving with fluctuations in
Confucianism’s status. The relational sociology model
demonstrates that the political undertones of the
ancestral temple contribute to its ritual culture, while
related events are closely linked to changes in the edu-
cational system and transformations in architectural
functions, further impacting the architectural form
and decorative arts. The architectural painting art of
ancestral temples showcases the ethicality and educa-
tional value aligned with Confucian ideas, reflecting the
building’s cultural origin and illustrating the ancient
society’s adherence to moral standards. A total of 181
works, themed around historical anecdotes such as the
pursuit of study, diligent labor, and pastoral life, extol
the virtues of the quest for knowledge, industriousness,
and indifference to fame and fortune. Fifty-five works
depict themes like grandfather and grandson enjoying
time together, deliberation on state affairs, and prayers
for peace and safety, illustrating people’s aspirations
for family and societal harmony, echoing the Confu-
cian value of rapprochement. Seventeen works use
puns to display auspicious meanings of peace, good
fortune, and unity, symbolized through elements like
"He (ear of grain-K)", "Fu (bat-38)", and "He (box-
)", embodying the qualities of benevolence and love
in Confucianism. The three main themes of immortal
life, literati and scholars, and common folk simplicity
highlight the spiritual and material content of ancestral
temple painting. Titles such as "He (rapprochement-
F0)", "He (reunification-&)", "wealth (1)", "happiness (
K)", "blessing (#8)", and "longevity (%)" reveal a posi-
tive orientation towards Confucian values. Samples 1-8
and 14 focus on realistic depictions of the lower strata
of life, such as scholars, freshmen, woodcutters, and
women, showcasing the human-centric characteristics
of ancestral temple architectural painting. The context
of the era in which the art was created makes the ances-
tral temple’s paintings of the Qing and Republican peri-
ods show significant differences in terms of thematic
storytelling, value transmission, and color expression,
such as the use of colors from pure colors to secondary
colors.

Five major artistic techniques of ancestral temple
architectural painting include: (1) Metaphor through
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objects-{E¥IIA= (e.g., sample-13s crane represent-
ing immortal life and longevity); (2) Personification of
events-LA AIGjZE (e.g., sample-3 portraying the equality
of wealth and poverty through four lower-class profes-
sions); (3) Using the past to illuminate the present-1&dy
4 (e.g., sample-2 using the study state of Su Qin from
the Warring States period to encourage diligent study);
(4) Expressing aspirations through objects-{E¥IIEIS
(e.g., sample-9’s ear of grain symbolizing harmony and
prosperity); (5) Pun-based symbolism-EZEE (e.g.,
sample-14’s "Fu-#8" homophonic with "blessing-1&").

The research findings respond to the two academic
questions posed in the introduction: (1) There is an
intrinsic relationship between the ritual culture of ances-
tral temples and their architectural painting art. The lat-
ter not only serves as a visual representation of ritual
culture but also reflects the ancestral temple’s cultural
heritage and social educational function; (2) The the-
matic content of ancestral temple architectural paint-
ing revolves around the five cultural values in Confucian
thought: Ren (benevolence-12), Yi (righteousness- %), Li
(ritual propriety-fL), Zhi (wisdom-£§), and Xin (integ-
rity-1§), emphasizing the ancient society’s emphasis on
kinship and family values. The findings partially support
the original hypothesis: while the Confucian ethicality
and educational value of the paintings augment the ritual
culture of the ancestral temple’s architectural space, the
emotional transmission of these works also encompasses
broader social dimensions. For example, sample-6 not
only praises the labor form of freshmen but also hints at
the concerns of lower-class people about national inter-
nal and external troubles [87]. It is noteworthy that the
artistic expression of these paintings varies across differ-
ent historical periods, reflecting changes in Confucian
ethical views. For instance, realistic themes during times
of turmoil highlight a longing for peace, stability, and
sustenance, whereas idealistic themes in peaceful times
focus more on family harmony, personal cultivation, and
the pursuit of spiritual wealth [14].

Zhang et al. [12] found that the layout of Chinese
ancestral temples is a continuation of the tomb sacrificial
system, heavily influenced by ritual culture. By construct-
ing a relational sociological model, this study identifies
that ancestral temple paintings are also influenced by
institutional culture, though their primary function is to
enhance spatial rituality and disseminate spirituality [88].
This is evident in the depictions of figures and mythical
creatures in the Tomb of the King of Wu'an (REZEE
%), the hierarchical differentiation of ancestral temples,
and the elevation of Confucius Temple (fLFJ&) to a
major sacrificial site. From an architectural perspective,
Li et al. [11] suggest that the development of kinship cul-
ture in ancestral temples is driven by political influence,
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and they further hypothesize that the expression of ritual
art results from the interplay between macro-political
environments and micro-geographical factors. This study
provides partial evidence supporting their hypothesis but
does not address geographical factors. From a decorative
perspective, this study reveals that the ritualistic aspects
of ancestral temple paintings are directly influenced by
the status of Confucianism, with political factors play-
ing a secondary role. Additionally, by analyzing the the-
matic narratives of the paintings, this study highlights
the didactic function of ritual art [89]. Eisenstein and
Glowski [90] further expanded the discussion of ances-
tral temple paintings to Academies (F5P5%), which com-
bine sacrificial and educational functions. Yan [91] found
that the paintings in Clan Ancestral Halls (Clan Academy
Building-P% KKiia) 2 #5%) were not heavily influenced by
traditional ritual norms, a finding consistent with the
data mining results of Li et al. [2]. However, this study
argues that these artworks are constrained by ethical and
moral norms. This discrepancy may be attributed to the
functional differences between traditional temples and
temples with study rooms. Based on analyses using the
Semantic Differential and Delphi methods, Li et al. [14]
discovered that the emotional value conveyed by most
ancestral temple paintings is positive, revealing both the
materiality and spirituality of cultural transmission. This
aligns with the descriptive statistical results of this study’s
analysis of the stories, titles, and themes of the paintings,
while this study further delves into the depiction of vari-
ous occupational figures within these artworks.

The differences in ritual art between ancestral temple
paintings during the Qing Dynasty and the Republic of
China period reflect, to a certain extent, the evolution of
Chinese sacrificial culture [2, 14, 92, 93]. These changes
are evidenced by: (1) The transition from localized to
state-level rituals, which illustrates the elevation of clan
activities in social status and the state’s increasing control
over local power; (2) The shift from traditional ethical
education to the influence of new ideologies, highlighting
the transformation of social consciousness and cultural
values; (3) The evolution from solemn and austere artistic
expressions to those prioritizing visual comfort, reflect-
ing the adaptability of artistic styles amid social change;
(4) The movement from a closed, ritualistic framework to
an open, culturally integrated one, marking the profound
changes experienced by Chinese society as it transitioned
from feudal norms to a modern societal structure.

Li et al. [2] suggest that the gradual erosion of certain
valuable cultural genes within the traditional ritual sys-
tem is, to some extent, driven by the value orientation
inherent in ancestral hall decoration art. However, the
renowned Chinese art educator Guo Degang poses the
question, "What is the purpose of art, if not education?"
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This inquiry reflects a broader academic trend in rethink-
ing the significance of studying the past [94-96]. Con-
sequently, it raises the question of whether the art of
ancestral temple paintings itself possesses an intrinsic
mechanism for driving societal progress in the future.
The role of education in the arts extends beyond the
mere transfer of knowledge and skills; it encompasses
the transmission of culture and values. Ancestral tem-
ple paintings, as a visual medium, transcend temporal
and spatial boundaries to convey specific messages or
values. In this context, these paintings are more than
just art; they encapsulate the memory of history, culture,
and society. Therefore, as the traditional elements within
these paintings gradually fade or become diluted, the cul-
ture and values they embody are similarly impacted. Art
and education are not mutually exclusive; rather, they can
complement each other, collectively contributing to the
advancement of society and culture. Beyond ritual art,
general urban and architectural illustrations inherently
possess educational, familial, and social significance,
driving societal progress.

Research values and academic contribution map

Suleyeva et al. [97] analyzed the Berlin Wall paintings
from a communication studies perspective, examining
how these artworks, as part of spatial expression, inter-
pret social critique within a specific historical context.
In contrast, de-Miguel-Molina [98] focused on Lon-
don’s war murals, highlighting their role in reinforcing
community cohesion by emphasizing their traditional
function. He argued that the introduction of public art
strategies in non-tourist areas could support long-term
community development by providing cultural sustain-
ability from a heritage perspective. This paper expands
on this dialogue by using a time-chronicle-based rela-
tional sociology model to explore the kinship culture
between ancestral temples and their painting art, offering
a unique perspective on the forms of artistic exchange.
Rivera [99] pointed out that colonial murals promote
critical thinking about decolonization by reinterpreting
the past, thereby reconstructing historical narratives.
Building on this, the present study identified five major
artistic expression techniques and variations in ancestral
temple paintings, revealing their close connection to the
social realities of the time. This finding challenges tradi-
tional understandings and provides empirical support for
Tansem’s [100] critical framework, enhancing its applica-
bility. In the field of semiotics, researchers typically focus
on the cultural meanings and social impacts behind artis-
tic symbols. In the realm of art studies, scholars delve
deeper into the complex relationship between artistic
expression and social structure. Communication studies
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often emphasize the social intentions and cultural dis-
semination mechanisms behind artworks. Staiff [101], for
instance, analyzed religious ritual art in Florence, sym-
bolizing sacred spaces and emphasizing their role in con-
structing national identity. This paper traces the origins
of the forms influencing artworks back to their mate-
rial heritage, extending the analysis to how Confucian
philosophical ideology shaped and influenced ancestral
temples and their painting art. Additionally, by integrat-
ing relational sociological theory with case studies, this
research offers a paradigm for the study of heritage art.
This study constructs a relational sociology model
of the connection between ancestral temples and their
architectural painting art ritual culture (Fig. 3a). Both
ancestral temples and their architectural painting art are
influenced by changes in the status of Confucianism over
different periods, closely related to political changes and
educational system reforms, together forming the impact
layer of their ritual culture kinship. The rituality of ances-
tral temple architectural culture is mainly reflected in its
institutionality, functionality, and decoration. The ethical
culture of ancestral temple architectural painting is pri-
marily reflected in the values it conveys, the narrative of
themes, and the forms of visual art. Architectural decora-
tion and forms only constitute a small part of the ritual
culture of ancestral temples and their architectural paint-
ing. Architectural painting often appears in the ritual
spaces of ancestral temples, enriching the ritual sense of
the space with its visual artistic expressions, indicating
a corresponding relationship between the two. Ances-
tral temple architecture is a spatial continuation of the
tomb sacrificial system, while its architectural painting
is an artistic inheritance. These relationships collectively
form the relational sociology model of the ritual culture
of ancestral temples and their architectural painting art.
Art scholars focusing on ritual art (Fig. 3b) have devel-
oped distinct research focuses on the topic of "material
heritage and cultural art" (1) In art studies, research
primarily centers on the aesthetic forms and symbolic
meanings of ritual art, exploring how various artistic
forms convey social values and religious beliefs through
visual symbols and composition; (2) In terms of func-
tionality, research examines the role of ritual art in social
functions, including its contribution to strengthening
social cohesion, maintaining social order, and transmit-
ting cultural traditions; (3) In cultural studies, scholars
investigate how ritual art reflects and constructs iden-
tity and social relationships within specific cultures. The
research has explored how ritual art uses cultural sym-
bols and ritual behaviors to recreate and sustain par-
ticular social structures and cultural traditions. Relevant
articles have evolved from focusing on "form and con-
tent" to "symbolic elements" and eventually to "cultural
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phenomena," deeply extending the analysis to the level the intricate relationship between ritual art, social order,
of social meaning (Fig. 3c). While early studies predomi- and cultural identity. Given the multi-layered and com-
nantly examined the visual and symbolic functions of rit-  plex nature of ritual art, research in this area often adopts
ual art, scholars such as Vucetic et al. [28], Kahn [27], and  interdisciplinary perspectives, including sociology,
Choi [38] have explored the multifaceted roles of ritual  anthropology, and cultural studies.

art in diverse social and cultural contexts, emphasizing
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Eisenstein and Glowski [90], along with Brereton [33],
argued that material culture not only reflects social reali-
ties but also serves as a mirror of cultural change, reveal-
ing shifts in power relations, identity, and cultural values
within society. Meanwhile, Alexander [102] traced the
study of material art back to its historical origins, con-
structing a theoretical framework that examines the rela-
tionship between material culture and social structure.
He demonstrated how the evolution of ritual art over
different historical periods not only mirrored changes in
social structures but also influenced the development of
social culture. By incorporating relational sociology the-
ory and analytical models, this paper, combined with case
studies, constructed a convergence in the formation of
kinship culture within ancestral temple architecture and
its painting art, thereby undertaking a multidisciplinary
study that integrates art studies, design, phenomenology,
and semiotics. Compared to traditional single-discipline
perspectives and research methods, this paper offers a
broad perspective, framework, and example from the
angle of cultural and ritual critique.

Research limitations and eliciting new questions
In addition to its thematic content, this paper identifies
the following characteristics of ancestral temple architec-
tural painting in terms of color: (1) Backgrounds predom-
inantly feature low-luminance colors, while vivid primary
colors such as blue, white, yellow, and black are exten-
sively used to depict figures; (2) Compared to materiality-
focused works, ancestral temple architectural paintings
that emphasize spirituality tend to use colors with high
brightness and saturation. However, studies by Su et al.
[103], Zhou and Taylor [83], and Huang [104] suggest
that the use of colors in the costumes of figures in Chi-
nese ancestral temple architectural paintings differs from
the traditional color systems promoted in ancient folk
culture. This raises the following questions for further
exploration: (1) What are the color patterns of ancestral
temple architectural painting, and do they conform to the
ancient regulated folk color systems?; (2) Are the back-
ground and figure colors in ancestral temples influenced
by kinship culture? If so, what aspects are affected?
Emerson [13] highlighted that the core purpose of her-
itage art research lies in uncovering the historical cultural
connotations and social values it embodies and in explor-
ing how these artistic forms have evolved and persisted
through different historical periods. Regev [15] empha-
sized that heritage art research should not merely aim
to reconstruct its historical context but also to reveal its
contemporary significance and value in modern society.
From an archaeological perspective, Uribe [16] asserted
that heritage art research should focus on the interaction
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between its material form and cultural symbolism, offer-
ing new perspectives for understanding heritage value
in contemporary culture through the exploration of its
historical functions. This paper establishes a relationship
between the ritual culture of ancestral temple architec-
ture and the ethical art of its architectural paintings and
explores how Confucian traditional rituals influenced the
themes, content, and value transmission of architectural
paintings. From a semiotic perspective, ritual art is not
only a symbolic expression of culture but also a visual
representation of social values and ethical norms. In the
context of multicultural integration, the question of how
heritage art research can promote unity and cohesion
among different ethnic cultures is worth further explora-
tion [105]. In terms of ritual education, the painting art of
ancestral temple architecture has the potential to convey
social values and ethical norms, offering a new perspec-
tive on how art can promote social harmony.

The 16 samples in Table 4 and the 8 samples in Table 5
were not selected randomly. Due to the complexity of the
ritual art in these paintings, random sampling would not
adequately capture their diversity and representativeness
[106]. Consequently, a stratified sampling method was
employed to select 24 samples from a total of 318 paint-
ings for the case study [107]. The sampling criteria are
as follows (Appendix B—Sample categorization table):
(1) The 318 paintings were initially categorized into five
distinct themes based on visual and descriptive content
(first-level stratification); (2) Further stratification was
conducted based on factors such as narrative content
(e.g., education, aspiration, fortune-seeking, labor, and
reunion), decorative elements (e.g., mountains, stones,
plants, animals, furniture, books, and figures), the art-
ists, color schemes, the type of ancestral temple (e.g.,
public, family, or clan), the scale of the temple (e.g., large,
medium, or small), and the placement of the paintings
within the temple (e.g., lintels, corridors, main halls, cen-
tral halls); (3) From each stratum, typical samples that
varied in period, theme, style, and artistic technique were
selected for comparative analysis. This selection process
ensured the scientific rigor of the study by accounting for
the diversity, richness, uniqueness, and variability of the
themes and content.

By incorporating relational sociological theory and
employing case study methodology, this paper examines
the role and relationship of ancestral temples and their
painting art in the construction of kinship culture. How-
ever, the reliance on purely qualitative research has high-
lighted certain limitations in the theoretical framework.
Although preliminary descriptive statistics and results
analysis were conducted on 521 samples, the study lacks
quantitative research during the content analysis phase
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of the art. For instance, approaches like Sun et al. [108]
using K-means clustering to explore correlations between
thematic distribution and artistic techniques in murals,
or Zeng et al. [109] employing term frequency analysis to
examine the proportional composition of figures, objects,
plants, and various decorative elements in murals, are
absent. The model presented in Fig. 3a illustrates two
significant relational chains in the ritual art of ancestral
temples—rituality and politics, ethicality and educa-
tion—but lacks a rigorous evaluation framework.

To improve the research framework and ensure the
objectivity and systematicity of the study, future research
will proceed as follows: (1) Employing ROST CM 6.0,
developed by Wuhan University, to conduct text mining
on Liu’s [39, 40] works, and analyzing the proportion of
positive, negative, and neutral adjectives to uncover the
emotional expression and value transmission characteris-
tics of ancestral temple paintings, along with their social
impact; (2) Categorizing pairs of adjectives and utiliz-
ing a Likert scale to evaluate the perception of murals
across different themes, thus exploring how emotional
resonance is expressed artistically in varied cultural con-
texts; (3) Introducing arousal theory, as demonstrated
by Li et al. [2], to investigate how artworks elicit social
identification and cultural resonance at both visual and
emotional levels, and analyzing the social functions and
cultural values of ancestral temple paintings in relation
to specific ritual cultures and political influences; 4) Inte-
grating new cultural semiotics theories to explore how
visual symbols in different cultural contexts convey social
values through ancestral temple painting art, thereby
constructing a more explanatory theoretical framework
to reveal the complex interactions between art forms and
social structures.

The coverage of the selected murals limits the scope of
this work. A total of 269 samples (51.6%) were decorated
at the entrances of ancestral temple buildings, while the
rest were decorated in the chapels, rear halls, and other
parts. The content of religious art is often related to its
decorative location and spatial purpose, which highlights
the insufficiencies of this study in this area. Suggested
improvements include: (1) Expand the sample scope by
including murals from different decorative positions to
more comprehensively analyze the interaction between
religious art and spatial function; (2) Introduce multidis-
ciplinary approaches, such as spatial analysis and visual
culture studies, to further investigate how the placement
of murals influences their content expression and func-
tional transmission; (3) In future research, enhance focus
on the artistic expressions within non-religious func-
tional spaces, exploring the diverse functions and social
significance of religious art in varying spatial contexts.
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Conclusions

Findings: (1) Ancestral temple architectural paintings
themed around the pursuit of study, diligent labor, and
pastoral life commend the virtues of the quest for knowl-
edge, industriousness, and indifference to fame and for-
tune; (2) The homophonic representation of "He (ear of
grain-’K)," "Fu (bat-%8)," and "He (box-&)" conveys aus-
picious meanings of peace, good fortune, and unity, sym-
bolizing the Confucian qualities of benevolence and love;
(3) The three major themes of immortal life, literati and
scholars, and common folk simplicity highlight the spir-
itual and material affinity in ancestral temple paintings.
Titles like "He (rapprochement-#l)," "He (reunification-
#)," "wealth (W1)," "happiness (5<)," "blessing (1&)," and
"longevity (%)" reflect a positive and proactive trans-
mission of Confucian values; (4) The artistic expression
of ancestral temple architectural paintings demonstrates
the ethical and educational value aligned with Confu-
cian principles; (5) The five main artistic expressions of
ancestral temple painting are: metaphor through objects
(1E¥YI08E), personification of events (A AGEE), using
the past to illuminate the present (1§15 8%), express-
ing aspirations through objects (JE¥IEE), and pun-
based symbolism (i&Z&Z); (6) The decorative nature
of ancestral temple architecture corresponds with the
artistic forms of its paintings. The former extends the
spatial context of the tomb sacrificial system, while the
latter inherits the artistic tradition; (7) The context of the
era in which the art was created makes the ancestral tem-
ple’s paintings of the Qing and Republican periods show
significant differences in terms of thematic storytelling,
value transmission, and color expression, such as the use
of colors from pure colors to secondary colors.

To deeply explore the causes of the styles in ancestral
temple architecture and its paintings, it is essential not
only to interpret the characteristics of its architectural
functions and decorative patterns but also to reveal the
expression of their ritual culture within the social struc-
ture. The development of ancestral temple architecture
formed a dual trajectory focusing on ritual culture and
supplemented by academic dissemination, fluctuating
with the status of Confucianism. The relational sociol-
ogy model shows that the political aspects of ancestral
temples constitute a secondary thread of their ritual cul-
ture, with related events closely linked to changes in the
educational system and the transformation of architec-
tural functions, further influencing architectural forms
and decorative arts. As a supplement to kinship culture,
ancestral temple painting enhances the ritual culture of
ancestral temple architecture through the ethical and
educational value of visual art, embodying traditional rit-
ualistic thought. Our team’s future research will focus on
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the ritual cultural aspects of the color in ancestral temple
architectural paintings.
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