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Abstract: A simplified approach was used to determine if “Less is More” is still a trend in comics’
Peking opera characters. There were 225 website volunteers who took part in the study. Via a
questionnaire survey and analysis, this study explored the feasibility of “simplification” in comedy.
The results indicate that the proposed “simplifying” approach can be applied to the creation of
dramatic characters, but the scale of simplification must be adjusted flexibly to suit different subjects.
For audiences, there is not much recognition and sympathy for the works that are simplified in the
extreme and the current symbolization. The simplification used in this study is merely the first step
in testing the usefulness of simplification as an approach. It is used as a means of understanding the
cognition of the audience to accept the simple features of Peking opera characters. In subsequent
studies, the proposed “simplified” approach is necessary to adapt and improve with a view to
practical application. It also requires an in-depth analysis of the cognitive differences of the different
participants according to the cognitive and communication theories of artistic creation.

Keywords: less is more; Peking opera characters; comic creation; simplification; art appreciation;
cognition

1. Introduction

The principle of “Less is more, More is confusing” can be set as far back as the
philosophical values put forth in The Book of Changes [1] (p. 440). This expression refers
to the idea that today, there are too many opportunities to choose from. Face with these
temptations and opportunities, people can easily get lost themselves and then fall into
confusion without knowing what to choose. The same situation exists in the creative field;
“less is more” has a worldwide reputation and impact which is still noticeable today [2].

Whereas “less is more” is best applied when speaking of good design, these few words
of wisdom can be applied just about anything in life. Numerous studies have shown that
the study of “less is more” is effective for assessing an understanding of human behavior.
According to Norton et al. [3], the effect of “less is more” can be accounted for within the
framework of ambiguity and familiarity. Evidence shows that less information leads to
greater sympathy, and more information leads to less sympathy. Therefore, the aim of this
research is designed to explore how the concept of “less is more” affects comic creation.
The results give some explanations for the concept of “less is more”. Finally, this study will
also discuss how to select the appropriate creative method.

In the field of art and design creation, “doing subtraction” has traditionally been a
difficult but interesting issue [4–6]. From prehistory to the present, and from east to west,
many philosophers, artists, and designers have promoted different opinions with how
to “make subtraction when creating art and design”. This research combines the above
philosophy with the aesthetic principles of Chinese painting to propose an approach for
comic creation and evaluation as a way to simplify the creation of characters in traditional
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opera. From here, it is possible to understand whether the viewer of Peking opera approves
of this mode of creation and the content and details in which they are interested.

The article is inspired by one of the views of modern design, “less is more”, and
explores the feasibility of a “simplification” idea through comical creation. The concept of
“less is more” is without a doubt successful when applied to modern design, but whether
it can be successfully applied to other artistic creations requires further discussion. The
purpose of this research has been summed up in the following two points:

1. This study is aimed at exploring how comic creation can be used to simplify the
character of opera characters, and to study whether the audiences can understand
the creator’s motivation and ideas. Meanwhile, the factors affecting the evaluation of
works of art will also be studied.

2. As a series of studies, the simplification used in this study is just the first step in
testing the usefulness of simplification as a creative method. This also shows that
the aim of this study is to simplify the application of the philosophy of “less is more,
more is confused” in the creation of Peking opera, which deserves further discussion
and review.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Visual Features for Icon Design

Simplification is a key element of the concept of “less is more”. It can be shown
from many designs that the designer only knows to do subtraction in the design process
and ignores the subtraction of design elements in order to enhance the meaning of the
product. For example, with an iconic interface design, the designer will encounter an issue
in selecting an appropriate design style for the icon. For icons go from highly abstract
symbols to representative symbols. Lin identified three distinctive features of an object that
can be distributed among developers and users. The three distinctive traits of an object,
taking the nautilus as an example, are form, function, and image [7,8]. The three features
are further described as follows:

1. Shape Feature. A shape characteristic acts as an example of a general class of objects.
A form function is not an exact copy of a form of an object, but rather a reflection of
the relevant qualities of an object.

2. Function Feature. A function is used to get designers to look for structural principles
in the design to create their own pictures. The result of the design derived from the
functionality is involved in a particular action as necessary as the conclusion of a
geometry theorem.

3. Image Features. A picture function attempts to present a concept to a spectator who
is outside the real picture. The graphic form represents the perceptive content of an
object or concept that it represents. Image functionality is not the intent of this design
style to show the form of an object. On the other hand, the image function is designed
to transmit the image of an object—an image at a higher level of abstraction than the
symbol itself.

2.2. Levels of Stylization

Meyer et al. [9] defines “Levels of Stylization” as the representation of useful and
essential visual elements of an object in terms of its identification. Additionally, he exem-
plified the five levels of stylization by an “object” apple perceptual content of an object
or concept. It then concludes that others are styled by shape feature, image feature, or
their combinations. Using the nautilus as an example, stylization levels based on visual
characteristics are illustrated in Figure 1. In each of these visual characteristics, any “object”
can be styled from an “actual thing” to a “useful icon”: From shape, picture, or functionality
of representation icon, either abstract or arbitrary [7,8].
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Figure 1. Levels of stylization for nautilus.

When “less is more” comes to graphic design, simplicity plays a key role in guiding
the viewer’s attention and helping them understand a design. In this multimedia era,
information and distraction overflow, our minds and eyes crave simplicity. Simple is better
than something advanced or complicated. Following the “less is more” rule is critical when
designing because the basis of graphic design is communication. How is the relationship
between the designer and the audience potentially altered in communications? Before
beginning any communication activity, designers want to start with the following question:
(1) How can designers create less to deliver more? (2) Can designers take away (even
more) to make more impact? If you complicate what you are communicating, then your
design will never be recognized. The fewer elements there are in the mix, the better the
chances that both of these goals will be shared. The design takes the form of imagining and
planning the idea that there is more than the visual look of something. While design is at
the same time an art and a science, the art of design is in how designers combine visuals
and verbal to create an innovative idea that will connect with their audience [9,10].

However, there is no common visual language shared between designers and users. It
not always easy to categorize icons as abstract or representative since an “object” can be
stylized on a continuous scale of abstraction. Graphists are more interested in style of an
object in relation to a symbol than in its classification as representative or abstract. At its
core, any object can be “stylized” or “abstract”.

Actually, there has been very rigorous research work conducted on the specific topic
of simplification. Wang and Hsu [11,12] argued that in design areas, graphic design is
often a means of communication aimed at achieving mutual understanding. However,
graphic design is often considered an artistic behavior that is difficult to analyze rationally.
They carried out a detailed analysis and discussion in two papers. In the paper what they
completed in 2010, they continued their previous research and discussed the relationship
between shape features and degrees of graphic simplification [13].

2.3. Communication Matrix

Victor Papanek (1923–1998) [14] pointed out: “Design is the conscious and intuitive
effort for imposing significant control”. It just means that the design should be meaningful,
which means that if we design a product in a way that is easy for users to use. It can
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help them reach their goals, and they will be pleased and happy [15]. However, whether
the audience can understand the intention of the designer or creator is more worthy of
discussion. Although most viewers have not received education or training in the field
of art, this does not prevent them from appreciating artistic work. For example, consider
a famous painting, Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519): some people are very
fascinated and they have to take a look even if they may be unable to see clearly from a
distance. Therefore, because viewers come from different backgrounds and everyone’s
life experience and aesthetics are different, adopting appropriate modeling semantics in
design and comic creation and clearly conveying the artist’s intentions and ideas to the
viewer is a task that is not easy to complete. Indeed, just as for the designer or artist, the
process of ensuring the audiences’ appreciation and interpretation of the work is also a
design process, and vice versa.

Generally, in the creation process, a simplified way of thinking should be adopted, and
simplification is the central point. For people, these elements that are taken away by the
artist cannot have any impact on their interest and preference. Therefore, for the creators
there is a need from the perspective of consumers and audiences during the simplified
creative process.

In the era of social media, the relationship between the artist and the audience is
increasingly close. For artworks be effective in communicating, they need to be meaningful,
understandable, memorable, etc. In order to evaluate artwork, it is necessary to identify
the cognitive factors that affect them. The importance of communication studies is demon-
strated on a regular basis in many artworks’ evaluation studies. Despite the recognized
importance of social interaction between the artist and the audience, there is no systematic
approach to explore it. Lin investigated the factors affecting the valuation of works of art.
These factors are then analyzed and examined in order to establish a communication matrix
for understanding the artist’s and the audience’s perceptions. These factors can then serve
as a basis for the evaluation of artwork during the creative phase [16]. This study proposed
an approach combining cognition and communication theory that incorporated the three
dimensions of assessing works of art, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. The communication matrix for evaluating artwork.

ARTIST (CODING)

Performance
Inspiration

Processes
Ideation

Products
Implementation

Level
C

C7-1: Topic and Acknowledgment C8-1: Thought Provoking C9-1: Emotional Resonance Reflection
AffectingC7-2: Going beyond Reality C8-2: Deep Planting C9-2: Authentic Experience

C7-3: Affluence in Life C8-3: Immersion C9-3: Mental Simpatico

Level
B

B4-1: Curiosity Raising B5-1: Moving Stories B6-1: Richly Culturally-Loaded Realization
AccuracyB4-2: Desire Exploring B5-2: Mood Changing B6-2: Realistic Characteristics

B4-3: Emotion Stirring B5-3: Inspiring the Atmosphere B6-3: Role Identity

Level
A

A1-1: Appropriately Captured A2-1: Well-Paced A3-1: Well-Defined Personalities
Recognition
Attraction

A1-2 Creative and Clever A2-2: Touching Plot A3-2: Skillful and Appealing
A1-3: Video Effects A2-3: Sensitive Settings A3-3: Warm Touching

Aesthetic
Experience

Meaningful
Experience

Emotional
Experience

AUDIENCE (DECODING)

Source: adopt and revised from Lin et al. [16]. Adapted with permission from ref. [16]. Copyright 2017
Springer Nature.

Unlike existing assessment tools, this communication matrix is a multidimensional
assessment tool that puts the artist and the artist-iterated values of the citizen at the heart of
the matrix. Its first dimension makes it possible to identify the fundamental values involved
in any work of art, including performance, procedures, and products. Its second dimension
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makes it easier to identify the associated theory which may have to be taken into account
in the evaluation of the results and impact. This includes the theory of communication, the
mental model and the treatment of information. The third dimension is flexibility, because
the matrix can be adapted to the needs and priorities of the various contexts of the artist,
the spectator and the work. It makes it possible to identify appropriate the quality and
impact measures and indicators.

2.4. Simplicity of Chinese Paintings

Leaving space is a very important method used by the Chinese painter to create
attractive work. The blank space will fulfill whatever interaction is desired. This research
analyzes a Chinese classical aesthetic of form, spirit, and image, and demonstrates that
the creative concept of leaving space is a kind of simplicity. One of the most important
parts of a picture is the space for the imagination of an audience. What can you remove
from your conception that will encourage people to become interested? People enter into
an experiment when parts of it are deliberately indefinite. A simple space transforms an
art object into a personal imagination of the unique relationship between the artist and
audience sharing. The artist can leave a space as a message, draw a picture, or forego the
hint all together.

Therefore, “Form” stands for the figure of a person, the physical body and the char-
acteristics of a character. Additionally, “Spirit” means the mind of a person, that is, the
central value of life and the inherent mind of a person. “Image” is a long-standing issue
in traditional Chinese aesthetics. It conveys the unique principles of traditional Chinese
aesthetics and its aesthetic charm, highlighting the artistic conception from the standpoint
of its functionality and the aesthetic tastes of the artists.

Another principle known as “The Six Principles of Chinese Painting” was established
by Xie He (see Appendix B). The six principles for evaluating a painting are redefined [17]
(p. 353). This study is based upon four simplified principles. Its fundamental concept is
that in the process of simplification, one must maintain the temperament and connotation
of the role.

It should be pointed out that the scope of Chinese painting is very broad, including
a lot of principles. Only a small part of the principles selected for this study are used in
the simplified creation of comics. After studying the related research [17–20], this study
concluded that simplicity in Chinese painting is not only subtracting the obvious elements,
but also adding something meaningful, and four skills were identified to simplify in the
creation process, namely “Transfer Features to Form”, “Transform Features to Spirit”,
“Reflect Spirit to Semantics”, and “Ignore Form to Essence”, as shown in Figure 2.

In summary, based on the six principles of Chinese painting by Xie He (see Appendix B),
and the idea of “less is more”, this study proposed the following four guidelines for the
creation and evaluation of this study. They are described in the following manner:

1. Transfer Features to Form. The central idea is objective representation and direct
expression, underscoring the basis of the form and respecting the shape of the object.
Such a way of manifesting is to obtain a lively resemblance to the “form” of the
characters.

2. Transform Features to Spirit. In general, the form is the bearer of the spirit. Without
the form, the spirit will not be transmitted at all. Form and spirit are related to
preponderance and subordination. Painters must manifest the intrinsic essence of a
figure and follow the mind through the shape of the painting.

3. Reflect Spirit to Semantics. As Xie [17] said: “Spirit Resonance, or the vitality, and
seems to translate to the nervous energy transmitted from the artist into the work. If
a painting is without ‘spirit resonance’, there is no need to look further”. Likewise,
where encounters of comic creation are implicit elements of opera, it will add some
semantic effects. The form and spirit of the opera will form symbolic images and
underline the implicit features of opera culture.
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4. Ignore Form to Essence. Traditional Chinese philosophy is a poetic philosophy and
an artistic philosophy which follows “implication beyond lines”, “image beyond
pictures”, and “intention beyond tastes”. In traditional Chinese aesthetics and phi-
losophy, they often attach great importance to the concepts and ignore forms. In this
last principle, the focus is on how to outline the character with the simple lines, while
retaining the rich dramatic connotation and the spirit behind the character. In short,
the form is the simplest and the content is the most abundant.

Figure 2. The process of simplification and comparison with the levels of stylization (Source:
this study).

3. Method
3.1. Research Framework

Traditional opera and modern comics, which have very strong characteristics, are
two different kinds of art. There is rigorousness denoted in the sensuous performance
of traditional opera, and the creation process of contemporary comics has a perceptual
connotation. Along with the history, these two kinds of art present their individual artistic
characteristics in different ways. The artwork can express the customary cultural connota-
tion and modern aesthetic style that is connected with the core spirit of Chinese aesthetics.
Therefore, this study refers to the six Chinese classical aesthetic principles to analyze the
connotation of traditional opera and build the creative concept of comics. Based on the
theory of cognition and communication, first, this study analyzed the features of dramatic
characters and the semantic meaning of performing actions. Then, innovative figures of
Peking opera comics were created to evaluate the feasibility methods and strategies for the
creation of dramatic comics.

The study of communication involves three levels of problems: technical, semantic,
and effective. The technological level demands that the spectator attractions are recognized
by their senses. The semantic level requires that the spectator accurately realizes the
sense of the message through its realization. The level of efficiency refers to the ways in
which the spectator is brought to take moral reflection through his/her knowledge [21–25].
Starting with the image formation of the opera and using comics to express the shape and
spirit of the characters, Lin [26] proposed the four steps of the creative process: (1) set a
scenario, (2) tell a story, (3) write a script, and (4) create a comic—which extends the comic
creation process of opera elements into a unique creative model called “Ignore Form to
Essence”. Analysis of the practice of comic creation to achieve the purpose of “Reflect
Spirit to Semantics”, in order to establish a research framework for the comic creation of
simplified opera, is shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Research framework (Source: this study).

3.2. Procedure

The process was divided into three stages, as illustrated in Figure 4. The first step
focuses on literature, including the creation of cartoons, the characteristics of traditional
opera, and the theory of communication. Based on the concepts and theories above,
a creative theory consisting of the following four characteristics is built: (1) “Transfer
Features to Form”, (2) “Transform Features to Spirit”, (3) “Reflect Spirit to Semantics”, and
(4) “Ignore Form to Essence”.

The main content of the second stage consists of using the comic as a creative method
to simplify the creation of characters in Peking opera. More precisely, it is divided into the
research framework, selection of personal, sample creation, questionnaire content design,
and implementation. As the proverb says: “Follow the rules and make your own way”.
There are likewise certain methods and procedures for comics to simplify the creation of
opera. This article explores how comics simplify the language form of an opera based on the
principles of aesthetics and regularity of artistic creation. During the creative process, the
author captures the characters’ characteristics in the original image and performs targeted
“transformation” and “simplification”.

This study looks for the elements that best reflect their quality from the expressions,
dynamics, clothing, and accessories of the characters in the original image. Then, by
imagining and constructing specific stories and situations, the author progressively creates
simplified work in order to achieve a harmonious and balanced state, while retaining
emotions and cultural connotations. Additionally, the third stage focuses on statistical
analysis, including the analysis of subjective preferences and attribute evaluation. Finally,
we make inferences based on the findings of the data analysis, summarize the conclusions,
and make recommendations.
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3.3. Samples

After a historical evolution, four basic types of characters were formed in the opera,
called Sheng, Dan, Jing, and Chou (four main role types in Peking opera). Among them,
Dan’s characters were very distinctive. The Dan refers to any female role in Peking opera,
and it was originally divided into five subtypes [27–29]. This type of character usually has
a smart posture and a charming figure. During the performance, it can show the character’s
soft and delicate, light and flexible characteristics, which are very suitable for comics.
A Kun Opera master Pai Yun-sheng has summed up the image of “Dan” as 3 features:
beautiful, lively, and veracious. In this study, the role of “Dan” in the opera was chosen as
the sample, and the simplified portion of comics is adopted to make the comic closer to
life and more intimate. According to the four principles of “Transfer Features to Form”,
“Transform Features to Spirit”, “Reflect Spirit to Semantics”, and “Ignore Form to Essence”,
4 photos from the characters in the opera were simplified and created. Figure 5 shows all
16 images after simplifying.

3.4. Questionnaire

This article is to explore how comic creation can be used to simplify the character of
opera characters and to study whether the viewer can understand the creator’s motivation
and ideas and assess the feasibility of such simplified creation [16,26,30]. This study
proposes a two-stage evaluation method to design the questionnaire content. The first stage
is the evaluation of attribute. Participants need to evaluate the images of the 4 comic works
in different simplified processes one by one according to the four evaluation attributes;
the size of each image remains the same. A 5-point Likert scale was utilized to score the
responses from 1 to 5. The second stage is the overall evaluation of preferences. For more
information on the questionnaire, please consult Appendix A.
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Figure 5. The samples and the four simplification steps (Source: this study).

3.5. Participants

A questionnaire has been completed online. Within 48 h, a total of 225 valid question-
naires was compiled. Table 2 shows the distribution of participants according to gender, age,
education, and background. Related research shows that it is generally recommended that
the number of questionnaires should be 3–5 or 5–10 times the number of the most subscale
questions in the test [31–33]. Therefore, the number of valid questionnaires retrieved for
this study meets the above requirements, and subsequent statistics and analysis can be
conducted.

Table 2. Distribution of participants.

Demographic Variables Num. (Prop.)

1. Gender
Male 89 (39.6%)
Female 136 (60.4%)

2. Age

≤20 78 (34.7%)
21–40 69 (30.7%)
41–60 71 (31.6%)
≥61 7 (3.1%)

3. Education
University 48 (21.3%)
Graduate 107 (47.6%)
Other 70 (31.1%)

4. Background

Design Related 106 (47.1%)
Art Related 30 (13.3%)
Social Science 30 (13.3%)
Natural Science 59 (26.2%)

(n = 225).
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Evaluation of Overall

Based on the participants’ responses, the average and standard deviation of the
16 samples of the 4 comics and the ranking of the score on each question is shown in Table 3.
These data can be used as a reference when further comparing the differences between
different cases.

Table 3. The mean and SD of the participant’ responses to the 4 evaluation attributes.

A1 A2 A3 A4 B1 B2 B3 B4 C1 C2 C3 C4 D1 D2 D3 D4

Q1
2.73
1.157

3.39
0.903

4.08
1.114

4.32
1.077

2.79
0.953

3.62
0.934

4.10
0.879

4.37
0.940

2.72
0.958

3.54
0.986

4.03
1.159

4.39
1.092

2.76
1.164

3.71
1.098

4.16
1.404

4.42
1.385

D4 > C4 > B4 > A4 > D3 > B3 > A3 > C3 > D2 > B2 > C2>A2 > B1 > D1 > A1 > C1

Q2
4.14
1.118

3.30
0.794

2.33
0.904

2.07
0.942

4.30
0.853

3.60
0.917

3.21
0.865

2.36
0.890

4.29
0.951

3.60
1.039

2.81
1.036

2.08
1.081

4.45
1.045

3.93
1.098

2.58
1.254

2.38
1.250

D1 > B1 > C1 > A1 > D2 > C2 > B2 > A2 > B3 > C3 > D3 > D4 > B4 > A3 > C4 > A4

Q3
2.79
1.221

2.91
0.820

2.99
0.947

3.13
0.949

3.57
0.886

3.26
0.901

3.37
0.821

3.12
0.930

3.26
1.019

3.32
1.048

3.19
1.045

3.11
1.058

3.30
1.101

3.30
1.056

3.03
1.347

3.32
1.341

B1 > B3 > D4 > C2 > D1 > D2 > B2 > C1 > C3 > A4 > B4 > C4 > D3 > A3 > A2 > A1

Q4
3.00
1.360

3.02
0.749

3.00
1.033

3.16
1.048

3.62
0.917

3.35
0.884

3.39
0.837

3.02
0.887

3.39
0.890

3.36
1.020

3.19
1.056

3.01
1.064

3.54
1.054

3.49
1.147

3.08
1.294

3.32
1.335

B1 > D1 > D2 > B3 > C1 > C2 > B2 > D4 > C3 > A4 > D3 > A2 > B4 > C4 > A3 > A1

(n = 225).

By analyzing the number of votes on the nine questions in the second and third
parts of the questionnaire (Table 4), the following characteristics can be found. Images of
the different simplified processes of “Comic-D” won the highest recognition of all issues.
However, the number of votes for the first place is not very high, most of them being
concentrated in the 10~30% interval, and the votes of other samples are also relatively close,
indicating that there is no great consensus among the participants. In addition, most of the
images acknowledged by the participants came from the first two stages of the simplified
process. Participants selected the most simplified sample (e.g., D4) only for a few issues.

Table 4. Voting status of 9 questions in evaluation of preferences I and II.

1. Which image is simplified to a most appropriate degree do you think?
Sample D2 D4 B3 C2 B4 A4 C3 D1 C4 B2 A3 A1 D3 A2 C1 B1
Votes 43 29 23 20 17 13 13 13 12 11 9 6 6 5 3 2
Rates 19.1 12.9 10.2 8.9 7.6 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.3 4.9 4.0 2.7 2.7 2.2 1.3 0.9

2. Which image can best express the creativity?
Sample D4 D1 B3 D2 B1 C2 C3 B2 D3 A4 C4 A2 C1 A3 B4 A1
Votes 58 24 23 20 18 13 12 11 9 8 8 6 6 4 3 2
Rates 25.8 10.7 10.2 8.9 8.0 5.8 5.3 4.9 4.0 3.6 3.6 2.7 2.7 1.8 1.3 0.9

3. Which image shows the richest elements of a cartoon?
Sample D2 D1 B1 B2 D3 C2 C1 A3 C3 A2 D4 A1 A4 B3 B4 C4
Votes 47 35 30 21 19 16 13 10 8 6 6 4 3 3 2 2
Rates 20.9 15.6 13.3 9.3 8.4 7.1 5.8 4.4 3.6 2.7 2.7 1.8 1.3 1.3 0.9 0.9

4. Which image has the best overall expression?
Sample D1 D2 B1 A1 C1 C2 B2 A2 B3 D4 B4 D3 A3 A4 C3 C3
Votes 90 41 24 13 13 12 9 5 5 5 3 2 1 1 1 0
Rates 40 18.2 10.7 5.8 5.8 5.3 4.0 2.2 2.2 2.2 1.3 0.9 0.4 0.4 0.4 0

5. Which image you like best in terms of expression approach?
Sample D1 D2 B1 D4 C2 B2 C1 B3 A1 B4 A2 C3 D3 A3 A4 C4
Votes 61 41 18 18 15 14 13 12 8 7 5 4 4 3 1 1
Rates 27.1 18.2 8.0 8.0 6.7 6.2 5.8 5.3 3.6 3.1 2.2 1.8 1.8 1.3 0.4 0.4
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Table 4. Cont.

6. Which image do you think stresses the resemblance of “form” on the basis of form?
Sample D4 D1 A1 D2 B3 A4 C1 C4 A2 A3 B4 B2 C3 B1 D3 D4
Votes 42 38 19 19 12 11 11 11 10 10 10 9 9 5 5 42
Rates 18.7 16.9 8.4 8.4 5.3 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.0 4.0 2.2 2.2 18.7

7. Which image convey the spirit with the use of skillful techniques and emotional experience?
Sample D1 D2 C1 B1 B2 A1 C2 B3 D4 B4 A2 A3 D3 C3 A4 C4
Votes 81 30 26 17 15 13 12 7 7 5 3 3 3 2 1 0
Rates 36 13.3 11.6 7.6 6.7 5.8 5.3 3.1 3.1 2.2 1.3 1.3 1.3 0.9 0.4 0

8. Which image highlights the cultural characteristics by forming visual images of symbols through form and spirit?
Sample D1 D4 D2 A1 A2 B1 B3 C1 D3 A4 A3 B4 C2 B2 C3 C4
Votes 39 35 27 20 14 12 11 10 10 9 8 8 8 6 5 3
Rates 17.3 15.6 12 8.9 6.2 5.3 4.9 4.4 4.4 4.0 3.6 3.6 3.6 2.7 2.2 1.3

9. Which image reflects the conception and neglects the form and becomes an objective symbolic image?
Sample D4 B4 A4 C4 D1 B3 D3 C1 D2 A1 B2 C3 C2 A2 A3 B1
Votes 69 26 25 18 13 12 10 8 8 7 6 6 5 4 4 3
Rates 30.7 11.6 11.1 8.0 5.8 5.3 4.4 3.6 3.6 3.1 2.7 2.7 2.2 1.8 1.8 1.3

(n = 225).

However, images of different simplification stages of comic-D most recognized by
the participants did not score very high on the attribute evaluation and were mostly
located in the middle and late stages. The individual assessment of the four images of the
simplification process may not capture the overall simplification process, resulting in a low
recognition of the individual images.

4.2. Discussion

The view and idea of simplified creation from the author were “Less is more, more is
confused”. It can be observed in the findings that the favorite images of the audience are
not the most simplified. The participants’ favorite images are from different simplification
stages of comic-D, such as D4 (Figure 6). There was no requirement in the questionnaire
for the participants to answer the simplified process of which groups of comics work they
liked most. Therefore, taking comic-D as typical, the results of comic-D in “Evaluation of
Attribute” and “Evaluation of Preferences I and II” are used for further discussion.

Figure 6. The most recognized sample in evaluation of preferences (Source: this study).

Table 5 shows the sample of the highest recognition of the nine questions about the
evaluation of preferences I and II. D4 is the most simplified and tends to be symbolized. It
discards almost all the details and focused on the dynamics of the characters in the original
work. Therefore, D4 has obtained the greatest recognition from the participants in terms of
“Creative expression”, “Form”, and “Symbol”. D1 and D2 are also most favored on other



Sci 2022, 4, 2 12 of 19

issues. For example, D4, A4, B4, and C4 are the most simplified images that tend to be
symbolized. These samples can only be recognized by the participants on issues related to
“shape”, and the score and votes obtained in other evaluations are in the middle and lower
positions. From the perspective of simplification, D2 received the highest recognition. It can
be understood that it is not so simple, and that it is the most appropriate to be symbolized.
However, the most simplified sample D4 has the most recognition in creative expression,
which shows that the idea of “simplification” has a certain degree of creativity, but it needs
further scrutiny on the degree of simplification.

Table 5. The sample that received the highest recognition in evaluation of preferences I and II.

Question Sample

1. Which image is simplified to a most appropriate degree do you think? D2

2. Which image can best express the creativity? D4

3. Which image shows the richest elements of a cartoon? D2

4. Which image has the best overall expression? D1

5. Which image you like best in terms of expression approach? D1

6. Which image do you think stresses the resemblance of “form” on the basis of form? D4

7. Which image conveys the spirit with the use of skillful techniques and emotional experience? D1

8. Which image highlights the cultural characteristics by forming visual images of symbols through form and spirit? D1

9. Which image reflects the conception and neglects the form and becomes an objective symbolic image? D4

(n = 225).

The two-way ANOVA analysis also includes the interaction between the different
simplification stages and evaluation attributes. Results of participant effects testing are
presented in Table 6. Factor I (Attribute) and Factor II (Simplified) reached a level of
significance. It shows that different attributes and simplified processes will affect the
evaluation of the participants. Since the interaction between “Factor I and II” also achieved
a significant level (F = 101.936, p < 0.001), the simple main effect analysis was required
(Table 7).

Table 6. Tests of between-participants effects.

Dependent Variable: Participant’s Evaluation

Source SS Type III df MS F Sig.
Corrected Model 1239.149a 15 82.610 74.888 *** 0.000

Intercept 42,182.314 1 42,182.314 38,239.526 *** 0.000
Factor I 81.559 3 27.186 24.645 *** 0.000
Factor II 145.570 3 48.523 43.988 *** 0.000

Factor I x Factor II 1012.020 9 112.447 101.936 *** 0.000
Error 3953.538 3584 1.103
Total 47,375.000 3600

Corrected Total 5192.686 3599

R2 = 0.239 (Adjusted R2 = 0.235); *** p < 0.001.
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Table 7. Summary of simple main effect.

Source of Variable Sum of Squares df MS F Sig.

Factor I-4
Attributes

Stage 1 335.587 3 111.862 97.760 *** 0.000
Stage 2 50.404 3 16.801 21.618 *** 0.000
Stage 3 302.209 3 100.736 98.787 *** 0.000
Stage 4 469.390 3 156.463 106.346 *** 0.000

Factor II-4
Stages of Simplification

Attribute 1 356.093 3 118.698 103.354 *** 0.000
Attribute 2 695.932 3 231.977 250.907 *** 0.000
Attribute 3 13.337 3 4.446 3.900 ** 0.009
Attribute 4 28.217 3 9.406 7.840 *** 0.000

** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Factor I and II were controlled by “Simple main effect”. The results show that both of
them were clear differences. Specific differences may be found using the one-way ANOVA
analysis described below.

1. From different evaluation attributes, we can find: (1) In “Attribute 1”, there is not
any difference between simplifying 3 and 4. The results of multiple comparisons
between other groups were II-2 > II-1, II-3 > II-1, II-4 > II-1, II-2 > II-3, and II-2 > II-4.
(2) In “Attribute 2”, there are differences in simplify 1 and 3, simplify 2 and 3, and
simplify 2 and 4. The results of multiple comparisons between other groups were
as follows: II-1 > II-3, II-2 > II-3, and II-2 > II-4. (3) In “Attribute 3”, there is not any
difference between simplify 3 and 4. The results of multiple comparisons between
other groups were II-1 > II-2, II-1 > II-3, II-1 > II-4, II-3 > II-2, and II-4 > II-2. (4) In
“Attribute 4”, there is not any difference between simplify 3 and 4. The results of
multiple comparisons between other groups were II-1 > II-2, II-1 > II-3, II-1 > II-4, II-3
> II-2, and II-4 > II-2.

2. From different simplification stages, we can find: (1) In “Stage 1”, there is no difference
between attribute 3 and 4. The results of multiple comparisons between other groups
were I-2 > I-1, I-3 > I-1, I-4 > I-1, I-3 > I-2, and I-4 > I-2. (2) In “Stage 2”, there is
no difference except between attribute 3 and 4. The results of multiple comparisons
between other groups were I-1 > I-2, I-1 > I-3, I-1 > I-4, I-2 > I-3, and I-2 > I-4. (3) In
“Stage 3”, the differences are only between attribute 1 and 3. The results of multiple
comparisons between other groups are as follows: I-4 > I-3. (4) In “Stage 4”, there
are differences in attributes 1 and 3 and attributes 2 and 3. The results of multiple
comparisons between other groups were as follows: I-1 > I-3 and I-2 > I-3.

3. It can be seen from Figures 7 and 8 that (1) Between the images of the first two stages
of simplification, except for the similar evaluation on the second attribute, there are
big differences in the other three attributes. Nevertheless, the two images have a
certain point of continuity, no matter how they are expressed or simplified, which is
why such a large difference in cognition is worthy of further study. (2) The images of
the last two stages of simplification have very similar evaluations on all attributes,
and there is not much fluctuation. In terms of details, the score of stage 4’s image is
comparatively high. The above results can explained: In terms of the “simplification”
itself, the perception that participants have of the simplified image is relatively stable.
However, they do not like images that are too simplified (close to symbols). This is in
agreement with the results in Table 5.
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Figure 7. Profile plots of interaction between factor I (attribute) and factor II (simplified).

Figure 8. Profile plots of interaction between factor II (simplified) and factor I (attribute).
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5. Conclusions and Suggestions

This study is guided by the philosophical idea of “Less is more, more is confused”
of the ancient Chinese, and draws lessons from the creative thinking of the traditional
Chinese aesthetics. It used the four concepts: “Transfer Features to Form”, “Transform
Features to Spirit”, “Reflect Spirit to Semantics”, and “Ignore Form to Essence” to construct
a creative mode. We use comic expressions to simplify the characters in traditional opera
to explore the feasibility and applicability of the author’s construction model through a
questionnaire survey and analysis to understand whether the audience agrees with this
simplified creative mode. This creative idea and mode may serve as a reference for other
creators. Comments from the audience indicated that gaps in the creative channel and
communication process were further mitigated. The conclusions of the study are as follows:

1. The audience did not like images that were simplified to the extreme, which tended
to be symbolic. They preferred samples which retain the main features of the original
and underwent artistic treatment with a certain simplification.

2. For the creators of this article, simplified creative ideas are feasible, but it is neces-
sary to choose suitable and appropriate simplified processing methods according to
different objects in order to let viewers understand the creator’s intentions.

3. In this study, because of differences in gender, age, education, and background of
the viewers, there will also be separate cognitive differences between them. This
can be explored in future research. The audience of traditional opera is relatively
certain and may be mainly middle-aged and older people who like traditional culture.
For creators and researchers, attracting interest from other groups has become a very
interesting and significant issue. Simplified imaginative thinking in the form of comics
can play a role and can also be an inspiration to other researchers.

Furthermore, this study still contains the following limitations and gaps, which will
be completed and enhanced in the follow-up research. The related problems and solutions
are as follows:

1. The samples selected in this study have adopted the same simplified model and
creative style. Participants may experience visual fatigue when answering outstanding
questions. In future research, we may expand the size of the comparison group.
Additionally, the author plans to add more characters from the Peking Opera to the
research sample. This can reduce the cognitive limitations of a single sample type to
better capture participant preferences and trends through comparison.

2. The evaluation criteria for this article are jointly influenced by Chinese philosophy,
Chinese painting theory, and Mies’s design thought. However, most respondents
always use subjective intuition as the basis for their judgement. Therefore, it is not easy
to explain the connotation of the artwork from a “scientific” perspective. Simplification
is not the only way to “Less is more, More is confused” because simplification is a
trade-off process. Future comic creators will need to consider how to reduce the details
of the creation process, but still enable the audience to “get” the whole appearance
of people. This also shows that the aim of this study is to simplify the application of
the philosophy of “Less is more, More is confused” in the creation of opera, which
deserves further discussion and review.

In short, the body language of opera characters has undergone hundreds of years of
evolution, which contains a high level of refinement of beauty. In the creation of comics,
in addition to the vivid depiction of the characters, the overall effect of the image and
the aesthetic experience of the viewer must also be considered. It should let the audience
feel the content of the external comic image, and at the same time, also taste the formal
aesthetic feeling of the comic forms. For creators, it is necessary to choose an appropriate
form to express opera elements so that the audience can comprehend the creative intentions
of the creator. The simplification used in this study is merely the first step in testing the
usefulness of simplification as an approach. It is used as a means of understanding the
cognition of the audience to accept the simple features for Peking opera characters. Further
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studies are needed. In subsequent studies, the proposed “simplified” approach is necessary
to adapt and improve with a view to practical application. It also requires an in-depth
analysis of the cognitive differences of the different participants according to the cognitive
and communication theories of artistic creation (Figure 9).

Figure 9. The framework of future research (Source: this study).
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Appendix A

Table A1. The questionnaire.

Part 1: Evaluation of Attribute
Based on the following four attributes; please subjectively evaluate the strength of the attributes
corresponding to each work in the four stages of each comic work in the simplified process.
Here are four groups of comics in total, and each group of comic has four images in different simplified
processes. Every image needs to be answered to the same questions regarding the four attributes.

http://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/FUV8S
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Table A1. Cont.

Sample and the four stages of simplification Evaluation attributes and scoring standard
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2. Which image can best express the creativity? 
A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  

C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 
3. Which image shows the richest elements of a cartoon? 
A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  

C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 
4. Which image has the best overall expression? 
A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  

C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 
5. Which image you like best in terms of expression ap-

proach? 
A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  

C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 
Evaluation of preferences II 

6. Which image do you think stresses the resemblance of 
“form” on the basis of form? 

A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  
C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 

7. Which image conveys the spirit with the use of skillful 
techniques and emotional experience? 

A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  
C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 

8. Which image highlights the cultural characteristics by 
forming visual images of symbols through form and 
spirit? 

A1 A2 A3 A4

B1 B2 B3 B4

C1 C2 C3 C4

D1 D2 D3 D4

1. Simple Appearance
Very unfit �1 �2 �3 �4 �5 Very fit

2. Expression Control
Very unfit �1 �2 �3 �4 �5 Very fit

3. Bold Exaggeration
Very unfit �1 �2 �3 �4 �5 Very fit

4. Creative Performance
Very unfit �1 �2 �3 �4 �5 Very fit

Part 2 and 3: Evaluation of Preferences I and II
Based on the following nine questions, select the image you think is most suitable.
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Evaluation of preferences II 

6. Which image do you think stresses the resemblance of 
“form” on the basis of form? 

A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  
C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 

7. Which image conveys the spirit with the use of skillful 
techniques and emotional experience? 

A1  A2  A3  A4  B1  B2  B3  B4  C1  
C2  C3  C4  D1  D2  D3  D4 

8. Which image highlights the cultural characteristics by 
forming visual images of symbols through form and 
spirit? 

A1 A2 A3 A4

B1 B2 B3 B4

C1 C2 C3 C4

D1 D2 D3 D4

Evaluation of preferences I
1. Which image is simplified to a most appropriate degree
do you think?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
2. Which image can best express the creativity?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
3. Which image shows the richest elements of a cartoon?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
4. Which image has the best overall expression?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
5. Which image you like best in terms of expression
approach?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4

Evaluation of preferences II
6. Which image do you think stresses the resemblance of
“form” on the basis of form?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
7. Which image conveys the spirit with the use of skillful
techniques and emotional experience?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
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Table A1. Cont.

8. Which image highlights the cultural characteristics by
forming visual images of symbols through form and
spirit?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4
9. Which image reflects the conception and neglects the
form and becomes an objective symbolic image?
�A1 �A2 �A3 �A4 �B1 �B2 �B3 �B4
�C1 �C2 �C3 �C4 �D1 �D2 �D3 �D4

Appendix B

Table A2. The content of six principles of Chinese painting created by Xie He.

1. “Spirit Resonance”, or vitality, and seems to translate to the nervous energy transmitted from
the artist into the work. The overall energy of a work of art. Xie said that without Spirit
Resonance, there was no need to look further.

2. “Bone Method”, or the way of using the brush. This refers not only to texture and brush stroke,
but to the close link between handwriting and personality. In his day, the art of calligraphy was
inseparable from painting.

3. “Correspondence to the Object”, or the depicting of form, which would include shape
and line.

4. “Suitability to Type”, or the application of color, including layers, value, and tone.

5. “Division and Planning”, or placing and arrangement, corresponding to composition, space,
and depth.

6. “Transmission by Copying”, or the copying of models, not only from life but also the works
of antiquity.

Source: [17]. Xie He (FL. 6th century), a Chinese art historian, art critic, painter, and writer of the Liu Song and
Southern Qi dynasties.
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