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ABSTRACT: This project explores whether Generative Artificial Intelligence 

(GenAI) can serve as a ‘virtual time machine’ to represent intangible cultural her-

itage (ICH) across multiple temporalities, with a specific focus on the Cheung Chau 

Bun Festival in Hong Kong. The authors use GenAI to reimagine historical docu-

mentation, speculate on the Festival’s future, and then create an interconnected nar-

rative. To showcase these AI-generated audiovisuals, two artworks were created: 

an interactive video installation, Folding Fan, and an AI short film, SAIENTIENT?. 

User perceptions of these artworks were assessed through an open-ended survey, 

exploring how GenAI can blend different temporalities and establish links between 

the past, present, and future in heritage storytelling. Preliminary findings suggest 

that GenAI has the potential to transform traditional heritage into nuanced emo-

tional experiences, deepening audiences' understanding of the evolution and signif-

icance of cultural heritage. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Intangible cultural heritage (ICH), transmitted 

across generations, establishes a strong connec-

tion between the past, present, and future of in-

dividuals and communities. Festivals and ritu-

als, as significant components of ICH, encapsu-

late art, cultural and customs symbolism [1]. 

They serve as living archives that preserve col-

lective memory, making their continuity essen-

tial for reinforcing place identity and fostering 

a sense of community belonging [2], [3]. Recent 

studies have increasingly explored how artistic 

and design practices, combined with emerging 

technologies, can support and advance ICH [4], 

[5]. Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAI) 

has increasingly been integrated into the crea-

tive process, offering innovative possibilities 

for artistic creation and enhancing human crea-

tive productivity [6]. Notably, GenAI provides 

powerful visualization tools that facilitate the 

enhancement of historical documentation and 

enable the speculation of future scenarios. This 

potential aligns with Heidegger's theory of time, 

which challenges the traditional linear perspec-

tive by viewing the past, present, and future as 

interconnected dimensions of human existence. 

In Heidegger's philosophy, authenticity is in-

trinsically linked to the human attribution of 

time [7]. This raises a philosophical question: 

Can Heidegger's concept of the 'past-present-fu-

ture dimension' be applied to heritage narratives 

to convey the essence of heritage existence?  

This inquiry further leads us to explore whether 

GenAI can act as a virtual time machine, illus-

trating the temporality of heritage and fostering 

deeper emotional engagement with traditional 

practices.  

 

In response to these questions, this paper em-

ploys an arts-based methodology to illustrate 

how cultural festivals can evolve and be safe-

guarded within multiple temporal frameworks. 

It aims to create an immersive experience that 

transcends temporal boundaries, fostering an 

emotional connection between audiences and 

heritage. This project involved multiple stages 

and resulted in the creation and analysis of two 

artworks, ‘Folding Fan’ and ‘SAIENTIENT?’, 

which combine historical documentation with 

the authors' artistic interpretations. In the artis-

tic creation process, we gathered historical and 

contemporary documentation of the Cheung 

Chau Bun Festival (hereafter referred to as the 
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Festival) in Hong Kong. Using GenAI, includ-

ing text-to-image and text-to-video AI genera-

tors, we created audiovisual materials that not 

only enhance and reimagine the collected his-

torical documentation but also envision poten-

tial future scenarios. By blending elements from 

various time periods into an interactive narra-

tive, GenAI can act as a virtual time machine to 

engage audiences with heritage practices across 

the past, present, and future. A preliminary 

open-ended survey was conducted to assess the 

value of cultural heritage and evaluate whether 

our specific interventions promote a more au-

thentic understanding of time. 

 

In summary, this paper is structured into the fol-

lowing sections. First, we explore the connec-

tion between Heideggerian time and cultural 

heritage, examining the potential of GenAI to 

enhance our understanding of the temporality 

inherent in both cultural heritage and human ex-

istence. Second, we outline our artistic objec-

tives and approaches for using GenAI to repre-

sent ICH across the temporal dimensions of the 

past, present, and future. Finally, we present our 

creative process and preliminary findings from 

user evaluations, analyzing the capabilities, po-

tential, and limitations of our approach. 

2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 HEIDEGGERIAN PHILOSOPHY OF 

TIME 

The conceptualization of time is one of the old-

est and most debated philosophical topics, ad-

dressing fundamental aspects of human exist-

ence [8], [9]. Unlike the traditional view of time 

as a one-way linear progression, such as an ab-

stract or objective measurement (i.e., clock 

time), Heidegger offers an alternative perspec-

tive. It forms the foundation of human exist-

ence, shaping how we understand ourselves and 

our place in the world [10]. Heidegger’s con-

cept of temporality consists of three dimen-

sions: past, present, and future, which are not 

isolated entities but interconnected aspects of 

human existence [11]. This theorization of time 

highlights the dynamic interplay of human ex-

istence, where our being is shaped by projecting 

into the future, drawing from the past, and en-

gaging with the present [12], [13]. Heidegger 

further refers to this as 'authentic time,' empha-

sizing that true engagement with time occurs 

when we meaningfully reflect on and interact 

with its three dimensions, particularly through 

our experiences, relationships, and awareness 

of our finitude (i.e., inevitable demise) [14]. 

This perspective provides a deeper understand-

ing of what it means to live authentically in the 

world. 

2.2 UNDERSTANDING THE TEMPO-

RALITY OF CULTURE HERITAGE 

UNESCO’s definition of ICH introduces a key 

innovation: understanding cultural expressions 

as evolving processes shaped by time and us-

age, rather than solely emphasizing their intan-

gible nature [15], [16]. Therefore, previous re-

search emphasizes the central role of time in 

ICH [17], noting that, as a form of cultural pro-

duction, the temporalities embedded in heritage 

practices shape contemporary identities and so-

cietal narratives [18]. Drawing on Heideggerian 

time, we can connect it to the temporality of cul-

tural heritage, which is not merely a static arti-

fact of the past, but an evolving process that 

links us to our history, informs our present, and 

shapes our future. This interconnected view of 

time guides us to consider using a potentially 

nonlinear approach to understand and tell ICH 

stories. Storytelling, as a means of engaging 

with ICH, serves as a platform to express the 

temporality embedded in heritage practices. By 

adopting a nonlinear approach to storytelling, 

informed by Heideggerian time, we aim to cre-

ate an interconnected narrative that reflects on 

the past, imagines the future, and brings deeper 

meaning to the present. 

2.3 TRADITIONALIST HERITAGE, COL-

LECTIVE MEMORIES AND NOSTAL-

GIA  

Nostalgia, defined as a longing for the past or a 

yearning for familiar times, places, and experi-

ences [19]. Since it is often associated with sig-

nificant life events, including cultural rituals, 

scholars also refer to it as a cultural sentiment, 

enlightenment, or identity [20], [21]. Given its 

widespread presence across different cultures 

and age groups [22], [23], scholarly research 

has explored nostalgia from multiple perspec-

tives, including its social, artistic, and political 

dimensions [24]. Notably, the relationship be-

tween nostalgia and cultural heritage has re-

ceived considerable attention, with research 

suggesting that nostalgia serves both as a moti-

vator and an outcome for engaging with cultural 

heritage, particularly in the context of heritage 

tourism [19], [25], [26]. Specifically, it provides 

visitors with a 'glorified representation of the 

past' [19], while simultaneously raising public 

awareness of the importance of heritage preser-
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vation [15]. Hence, nostalgia and cultural herit-

age intersect in their shared capacity to evoke 

memories of the past and shape both individual 

and collective identities. In addition, studies 

have shown that nostalgia is more than a passive 

reminiscence of the past; it creates a distinct 

temporal experience by reinterpreting memo-

ries in the present and interacting with different 

temporal dimensions [24], [27]. Recent re-

search further suggests that incorporating nos-

talgic elements into artistic expression can 

evoke a sense of shared memory and strengthen 

connections to history [24].  

3. OBJECTIVES AND APPROACHES 

3.1 ARTISTIC INTENTIONS 

Our artistic intentions are as follows: (1) To use 

GenAI as a 'virtual time machine' to romanticize 

the past, speculate on the future, and thereby 

create an interconnected narrative that makes 

ICH meaningful in the present; (2) To use 

GenAI to transform traditional heritage into 

subtle emotions, such as the feeling of nostal-

gia; (3) To enhance public understanding of the 

temporality of ICH (i.e., how ICH evolves over 

time). 

3.2 EVOKING NOSTALGIA FOR HERIT-

AGE THROUGH GENAI 

Old photographs serve as strong catalysts for 

nostalgia, as revisiting them can reinforce and 

even reshape personal memories [28]. Recent 

research indicates that visual stimuli, such as 

pictures and artworks linked to memory scenes 

or past experiences, can elicit more detailed rec-

ollections and related episodes. [29]. Hence, we 

utilize GenAI to enhance and reinterpret the his-

torical documentation (e.g., old photos and rec-

ords) of the Festival, making traditions and his-

tory more accessible and emotionally resonant 

for contemporary audiences. This approach can 

also be seen as a process of 'remediation' [30], 

where one medium (old photos) is represented 

through another medium (AI-enhanced or gen-

erated visuals). 

3.3 SPECULATING ON FUTURE HERIT-

AGE WITH GENAI 

Recent studies indicate that design researchers 

and practitioners are increasingly utilizing 

GenAI to explore preferred futures, including 

ideation and concept development of future sce-

narios [31], [32]. In this project, we use design 

fiction [33], [34], a design approach that blends 

science with imagination, to explore potential 

future scenarios of the Festival. The artists and 

AI co-created a design fiction for the future of 

the Festival, incorporating concerns about envi-

ronmental degradation and the potential misuse 

of AI. To visualize this design fiction, several 

AI generators were used, including MidJour-

ney, Stable Diffusion, Runway, and Luma AI. 

4. ARTISTIC PRACTICES  

4.1 THE CHEUNG CHAU BUN FESTI-

VAL AND ITS EVOLUTION 

The Festival is an annual cultural event held on 

Cheung Chau Island, one of the largest outlying 

islands in Hong Kong, renowned for its local re-

ligious practices and vibrant community. Sup-

ported by the local government, the Festival has 

increasingly been commercialized and com-

modified to promote local tourism develop-

ment, processes that have also reshaped its orig-

inal content [35]. As local residents actively 

participate in the planning and execution of the 

Festival, it serves as a catalyst for community 

engagement and identity reinforcement [36]. To 

preserve traditional elements while accommo-

dating modern needs, we developed an interac-

tive installation and an AI short film that present 

multiple temporal perspectives of the Festival, 

fostering emotional engagement between tradi-

tional heritage and audiences.  

4.2 FOLDING FAN: AN INTERACTIVE 

INSTALLATION 

Folding Fans is an interactive installation that 

blends historical documentation with AI-gener-

ated visuals, offering an immersive exploration 

of the Festival. The installation begins with a 

collection of historical photographs sourced 

from social media, documenting the folklore ac-

tivities of the Festival and their different expres-

sions across various time periods. We utilized a 

large language model (LLM; i.e., ChatGPT) to 

analyze these historical images and generate 

textual prompts, imagining the hidden stories 

behind the documents. To ensure the AI-gener-

ated narratives aligned with the specific histori-

cal context and festival traditions, the artists re-

viewed and refined the AI-generated prompts. 

Subsequently, text-to-image AI tools were used 

to regenerate images based on these textual 

prompts and the original historical images. The 

AI learned and applied the traditional Chinese 

technique of burning foil, creating a unique vis-

ual style that enhanced the scenes and charac-

ters from the old photographs. By combining 

these AI-enhanced visuals with contemporary 

video recordings, the video component of the 
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interactive installation constructs a comprehen-

sive narrative that bridges the past and present, 

evoking a sense of nostalgia. It consists of four 

20-30 second short videos, each showcasing a 

different aspect of the festival, including its his-

torical roots, religious ceremonies, representa-

tive activities, and community spirit.  

Figure 1: Top left: Selected old photo from 1961. 

Top right: Corresponding AI-enhanced image. Bot-

tom left: Selected old photo from 1969. Bottom right: 

Corresponding AI-enhanced image. 

In Chinese culture, the folding fan's ability to 

open and close freely symbolizes the concept of 

'going with the flow.' This metaphor reflects the 

vision of preserving traditional heritage while 

adapting it to modern needs, ensuring that tradi-

tion remains relevant and dynamic in the con-

temporary world. As viewers approach the 

'peace bun,' a symbol of peace and safety during 

the festival, a short video is randomly projected 

onto a fan-shaped screen (see Fig. 2). This in-

teractive design invites the audience on a jour-

ney of discovery, fostering a deeper connection 

with the festival’s history.  

Figure 2: Left: The installation setup. Right: User 

interaction with the installation. 

4.3 SAIENTIENT?: AN AI SHORT FILM 

SAIENTIENT? is a computer-animated short 

film co-directed by the artists and AI directors 

(ChatGPT). Presented from the AI's first-person 

perspective, the film raises questions about the 

potential of technological advancements to cre-

ate either a utopian or dystopian future, while 

emphasizing the importance of safeguarding 

heritage in a rapidly evolving society. Through 

dialogue between the character and AI 

(ChatGPT; see Fig. 3), festival scenes across 

different timelines are presented to viewers.  

Figure 3: Screenshots from the AI-generated film.  

5. PRELIMINARY STUDY 

5.1 METHOD 

To investigate user perceptions of the afore-

mentioned artistic practices, we conducted a 

preliminary open-ended survey. A total of 10 

participants were recruited from Prolific.com 

and compensated HKD 40 for their participa-

tion. All survey participants had no prior 

knowledge of the Festival. Initially, participants 

were asked to view two videos showcasing our 

artistic practices in full-screen mode. The first 

video (2 minutes) presented user interaction 

with the interactive installation Folding Fan 

from a third-person perspective, featuring se-

lected video excerpts and documentation of the 

production process. The second video was the 

AI short film SAIENTIENT? (5 minutes and 32 

seconds). Subsequently, participants answered 

a series of follow-up questions on whether the 

artworks elicited emotional changes and con-

tributed to a deeper understanding of the tempo-

rality and significance of cultural heritage.  

 

The researchers used inductive thematic analy-

sis [37] to identify and extract themes from the 

open-ended responses. Given the potential and 

efficiency of LLM in processing and enhancing 

the comprehension of qualitative data [38], 

[39], [40], we integrated ChatGPT into the data 

analysis process, acting as a co-pilot to assist 

human researchers in detecting and summariz-

ing codes.  First, a human researcher iteratively 

read and coded the data, generating initial codes 

based on frequently mentioned or notable fea-

tures in the open-ended responses. This process 

was then repeated using GPT-4 to enhance the 

efficiency of the analysis, replacing the previ-

ous, more manual approach. After combining 

the results of the human and AI analyses, and 
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engaging in discussions among the researchers, 

the final codes and themes were identified. 

5.2 PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 

A preliminary analysis of participant responses 

revealed a heightened awareness of the tempo-

rality of ICH, particularly how traditional festi-

vals evolve and adapt over time (N=10, labeled 

P1 to P10). Participants consistently reflected 

on the interplay between past, present, and fu-

ture within ICH. P1 pointed out that ICH has the 

unique ability to bridge past, present, and fu-

ture, suggesting that these temporal dimensions 

can be meaningfully intertwined. Similarly, P5 

said that these artworks highlighted the inter-

connectedness of different time periods, 

demonstrating how traditions can adapt and 

evolve while maintaining their essence. This 

temporal awareness also deepened participants’ 

understanding of the importance of cultural 

safeguarding. P10 reflected on how modern el-

ements could be integrated into traditional prac-

tices, ensuring their vitality and relevance in 

contemporary contexts while preserving the 

core values of ICH. Notably, participants' per-

ceptions of the temporality of the Festival 

demonstrated a sense of continuity and fluidity, 

reflecting a nonlinear, spiraling perspective on 

time (N=4). P6 for instance noted that while 

ICH originates from the past, it remains present 

in contemporary cultural practices and actively 

drives the evolution of cultural development 

into the future. While P8 believed that ‘history 

repeats itself,’ other participants, such as P7, ar-

gued that it is difficult for things to remain un-

changed over time. This brings to mind the con-

cept of spiral time and the spiral nature of cul-

tural change, which refers to non-closed cycles 

and a directional process [41], [42]. Moreover, 

we observed a trend suggesting that this spiral 

temporality evoked emotional responses in par-

ticipants, including nostalgia for ICH and antic-

ipation for its future (N=6). For instance, P10 

expressed excitement, as they realized how the 

future could be more advanced while being in-

tegrated into the present. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This article presents our artistic practices using 

GenAI to represent heritage practices, empha-

sizing its potential as a virtual time machine that 

interconnects the past, present, and future 

through the lens of Heideggerian time. By en-

gaging audiences in interactive storytelling, 

these practices introduce an innovative ap-

proach to experiencing the three temporal di-

mensions of ICH. Preliminary findings suggest 

that this nonlinear, spiraling perception of time 

enhances participants' understanding of herit-

age's significance, evoking nostalgia and foster-

ing anticipation for its future. 
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