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Abstract: Colour has evolved as a strong communicative and symbolic element in Malaysian animation, 

serving not merely a decorative purpose but also conveying identity, emotional tone, and cultural nuance. As 

local animation practitioners embrace digital technologies, colour aesthetics have evolved significantly, 

reflecting shifts in sociocultural values, audience preferences, and production practices. Despite the growing 

popularity of Malaysia's animation industry, academic research has not extensively examined how colour 

serves as a cultural signifier and its evolution over various animation eras. This study addresses the gap by 

exploring the evolution of colour aesthetics in Malaysian animated characters from the early 90s to the digital 

era. Adopting a qualitative approach, this study employs indirect observation and visual analysis on a 

purposive sample of one Malaysian animated film representing three key periods: the early analogue phase 

(the 1990s–2000s), the digital transition (2010s), and the streaming era (2020s). Using a visual coding 

framework grounded in colour semiotics and media aesthetics, the study identifies recurring colour patterns 

in animated films. Findings reveal a decline in the use of culturally symbolic colours, such as yellow (royalty), 

red (celebration), and green (Islam), in recent productions. Earlier animations embedded ethnic and national 

identity through culturally rooted palettes, whereas post-2010 animated characters' emotion-driven, genre-

based, and market-oriented colour strategies. This chromatic shift reflects a transformation in production 

priorities, where global visual trends and commercial branding increasingly outweigh traditional symbolic 

messaging. This study contributes to the contextualisation of colour as a dynamic cultural medium. It offers a 

framework for understanding how the technological and global pressures reshape visual identity in Malaysian 

animated content. 

 

Keywords: Colour Aesthetics and communication; Malaysian Animation; cultural identity; digital media; 

visual communication 

 

  

Introduction 

In contemporary visual communication, colour transcends mere aesthetic appeal, serving as a fundamental 

tool for expressing identity, symbolism, and emotions. Its global significance is underscored by colour's role 

in facilitating interaction within various cultural and social frameworks, particularly in the fields of design 

(O’Connor, 2013). In Malaysia, the rich tapestry of cultural influences from Malay, Chinese, Indian, and 

Indigenous communities shapes the perceptions and meanings associated with colour (Won, 2020). Each 
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colour evokes distinct cultural interpretations, establishing an essential connection to national identity and 

cultural heritage. 

The Malaysian animation industry, which accelerated from its nascent stages in the 1990s to the digital 

streaming era, reflects this intricate interplay of colour and cultural discourse (Won, 2020). Through the 

evolution of animated characters, colour has emerged as a pivotal element that enhances aesthetic value while 

fostering emotional resonance with audiences. This evolution exemplifies how Malaysian animators 

strategically utilize colour to engage viewers and communicate narrative depth, thereby enriching the national 

identity portrayed through animation (Javoršek & Weingerl, 2018). Ultimately, understanding colour 

communication within Malaysian animated contexts allows for a deeper appreciation of its role in cultural 

representation and the overall narrative landscape of animation. 

Despite the thriving animation industry in Malaysia, a significant deficiency in research concerning 

the cultural and communicative significance of colour in character design exists. Most existing literature tends 

to emphasize aspects such as narrative construction, technological advancements, or industry growth, 

sidelining the critical examination of chromatic semiotics as a form of cultural communication (Liu, 2024). 

Furthermore, traditional cultural symbolism associated with specific colours, such as yellow representing 

royalty, red denoting festivity, and green symbolizing Islam, has become increasingly diluted in contemporary 

animated works. Instead, there is a concerning trend towards adopting emotion-driven or market-oriented 

colour palettes, which may compromise the rich cultural heritage embedded in Malaysia's animation (Tan et 

al., 2012). This raises significant concerns about cultural dilution within an increasingly globalized media 

landscape, where local distinctiveness risks being overshadowed by homogenized aesthetics (Karimon et al., 

2023). Addressing this gap is essential for understanding how colour communication shapes cultural narratives 

and identity within the Malaysian context. 

The significance of this research lies in its multifaceted contribution to the understanding of color 

communication within Malaysian animation. Theoretically, it advances color semiotics and media aesthetics 

by grounding these concepts in the specific context of Malaysian cultural production, thereby enriching 

academic discourse on animation and visual communication. The analysis of Malaysian animation characters 

and the cultural concept of Budi illustrates how these elements manifest visually and narratively, thus 

contributing to greater academic understanding of local animation dynamics (Fadzil & Dalal, 2020). 

Furthermore, the findings of this study will provide vital insights for animators and the broader creative 

industry by elucidating how to balance contemporary global trends with the preservation of local identity 

through the strategic use of color palettes. 

Globally, situating Malaysia within the broader discussions on localization versus globalization in 

animation aesthetics not only enhances the understanding of its unique contributions but also fosters 

appreciation for diverse representations and practices in the global animation landscape. The interplay 

between local cultural elements and global influences in animations like BoBoiBoy illustrates this duality 

effectively and underscores the relevance of such discussions in contemporary animation (Ali, 2021). Thus, 

this work is positioned to influence both academic research and practical applications in the field. 

Following that, it will examine the intricate connection between cultural symbolism, emotional impact, 

and the commercial motivations influencing color selections in animation. Comprehending these processes 

will elucidate how animators manage the balance between cultural authenticity and market demands, 

facilitating a more sophisticated discourse regarding the future of Malaysian animation within a worldwide 

framework. The research objective of this study is to comprehensively examine the evolution of color 

aesthetics in Malaysian animated characters, emphasizing the crucial role that color plays in cultural 

communication. The article will be structured into several sections. The literature review will explore existing 

scholarship on color theory, animation aesthetics, and the intersection of cultural identity and globalization. It 

will highlight the need for more focused research on how color functions as a cultural signifier in Malaysia's 

animation landscape, filling a notable gap in the current academic discourse. 

The findings section will present a detailed analysis of shifts in color usage, demonstrating how these 

changes reflect broader cultural emphases amid the industry's development over the last three decades. The 

discussion will critically assess how color choices in animation navigate cultural symbolism, emotional 
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impact, and commercial trends, offering insights into the complexities of localization in a globalized media 

environment. Finally, the conclusion will reinforce the study's novelty by establishing a framework for 

understanding how globalization reshapes local aesthetics, showcasing the intricate interplay between global 

cultural influences and local identity in animation.  

  

Literature Review 

The exploration of color communication and semiotics is critical for understanding the evolution of color 

aesthetics in Malaysian animated characters. Drawing on Kress and van Leeuwen’s theories, color is 

conceptualized as a semiotic resource that conveys meaning and shapes viewer interpretation. Their 

framework emphasizes how visual elements, including color, interact to communicate cultural and emotional 

narratives, underlining color’s significance beyond mere decoration. 

Colour psychological and emotional dimensions play a crucial role in shaping viewer experiences. 

Research indicates that color influences psychological responses and emotional engagement, suggesting that 

different colors evoke specific feelings and perceptions in audiences. For instance, warm colors might elicit 

excitement or warmth, while cooler tones can foster calmness or tranquility. This interplay highlights the 

necessity of recognizing colors as cultural codes imbued with societal meanings, which can vary significantly 

across different cultures. 

In the context of Malaysian animation, color functions as a cultural code, reflecting the nation’s diverse 

cultural identities shaped by Malay, Chinese, Indian, and Indigenous influences. Each color holds specific 

cultural connotations, such as yellow denoting royalty, red representing festivity, and green symbolizing 

Islam. However, the increasing globalization of media risks overshadowing these meanings as animators may 

prioritize universal appeal over cultural specificity. In summation, the literature underscores the complexity 

of color as a semiotic tool that conveys cultural, emotional, and aesthetic values. Understanding color through 

semiotics, psychology, and cultural codes offers a framework for analyzing the evolution of color aesthetics 

within Malaysian animations, promoting a deeper appreciation of how these elements intertwine to 

communicate cultural narratives. 

 

1. Colour in Animation Studies 

The study of colour in animation serves as an essential foundation for investigating how animated characters 

convey emotions and cultural representations. Colour perception plays a critical role in visual communication 

within animation, influencing the emotional responses elicited from audiences. Research shows that colour 

significantly impacts viewer engagement and can modify health behaviours when utilised in animated media 

such as health campaigns (Okpara et al., 2021). Furthermore, the biology of colour provides a broader 

understanding of visual perception, contributing to our comprehension of how different animated character 

designs can be rendered more perceivable or appealing depending on their colour (Cuthill et al., 2017; Kelber 

et al., 2003). Exploring how colour choices are integrated into animation strategies offers insights into their 

psychological impact and social influence, particularly as different cultures engage with colour symbolism in 

unique ways. 

 

2. International Studies on Colour in Character Design (Pixar, Ghibli, Disney) 

Internationally, animation studios such as Pixar, Studio Ghibli, and Disney have rigorously employed colour 

to enhance narrative depth and character development. For instance, Disney films often manipulate colour to 

reinforce traditional gender roles and stereotypes, which can have substantial implications for children’s social 

learning (Yang, 2023). Pixar's use of colour establishes mood and tone while facilitating character relatability, 

demonstrating a nuanced understanding of colour theory that influences emotional reactions (Yang, 2023). In 

the realm of Ghibli, colour schemes become vital in portraying landscapes and the lifecycle of settings, 

allowing narratives to unfold organically through graphical aesthetics that reflect cultural and environmental 

contexts (Renoult et al., 2015). This collaborative intersection of colour psychology and animation design 

showcases how narrative complexity is rooted in vibrant, intentional colour use, impacting audience 

perceptions across various societal discourses. 
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3. Regional Animation Colour Aesthetics (Japanese Anime) 

Japanese anime represents a unique cultural manifestation that heavily utilises colour aesthetics, often 

diverging from conventional norms seen in Western animation. The narratives conveyed through the distinct 

utilisation of colour in anime celebrate vibrant palettes that symbolize emotional spectra, cultural identities, 

and stylistic preferences (Cuthill et al., 2017; Renoult et al., 2015; Yang, 2023). Anime integrates colour to 

convey depth through character emotional states and transitions, with hues serving as indicators of character 

alignment and thematic evolution (Renoult et al., 2015). Moreover, traditional colour associations in Japan 

provide a cultural anchoring that enriches storylines, particularly in series where seasonal changes and 

character developments are underscored through deliberate colour choices, drawing from a rich historical 

context (Renoult et al., 2015; Yang, 2023). 

Through this literature review, it is evident that colour communication is not merely an aesthetic choice 

in animation but a powerful tool in character design that transcends cultural boundaries. The correlation 

between colour use and emotional engagement is crucial for understanding audience interpretations and 

interactions with animated narratives. Subsequent research should further explore colour's role in shaping 

cultural identity and representation in Malaysian animation while also considering the regional aesthetics 

already established globally. 

In understanding the evolution of colour communication within Malaysian animation, it is essential to 

contextualize the historical developments from the early 1990s analogue era to the contemporary streaming 

era of the 2020s. The early 90s marked a significant transition, as Malaysian studios began integrating local 

stories with animation technology, characterized by productions such as "Putih: Kelebihan Bulan," which 

demonstrated the nascent use of colour to express identity and culture (Cuthill et al., 2017). The emergence 

of digital technologies in the late 1990s led to a diversified palette and more complex character designs, 

culminating in the production of iconic films like "Geng: The Adventure Begins" and series such as 

"BoboiBoy," which showcase bright, vivid colours that resonate with audiences both locally and globally 

(Dyer et al., 2021; Renoult et al., 2015)). This transition from physical to digital mediums not only augmented 

artistic expression but also enhanced the emotional resonance conveyed through colour, providing a richer 

narrative experience for viewers. 

Cultural symbolism within Malaysian visual culture is pivotal in understanding how colours are used 

across different ethnicities within the country, namely Malay, Chinese, Indian, and indigenous influences. 

Each ethnic group possesses a distinctive approach to colour symbolism, which is often reflected in animated 

characters. For instance, the use of specific colours can signify cultural identity, festivity, and heritage (Doucet 

& Meadows, 2009). Malay-themed animations frequently employ hues of green and yellow, representing 

fertility and prosperity, while Chinese-influenced animations prominently feature red, a colour symbolizing 

luck and joy (Cieslak et al., 2011). Indigenous stories illustrated through animation bring forth earthy tones 

that reflect the natural environment and community values surrounding nature and harmony with the land 

(Siuda-Krzywicka et al., 2019). The layering of these cultural significances within the colour palettes provides 

a multi-dimensional approach to character design, where colour not only represents aesthetic choices but also 

conveys deep, narrative symbols intrinsic to Malaysian society. 

Overall, the progression of colour aesthetics in Malaysian animation from the 1990s to the present day 

illustrates a profound development that intertwines historical context, technological advancement, and cultural 

narratives. Future research can delve deeper into how these colour communications influence audience 

perception and cultural identity, potentially extending the discussion to the global animation landscape and its 

intercultural dialogues (Okpara et al., 2021; Endler & Mappes, 2017). 

The evolution of colour choices in Malaysian animation has been heavily influenced by technological 

advancements and emerging market trends, shaping the aesthetic landscape of animated characters. The 

adoption of digital workflows has revolutionized animation production, allowing for sophisticated colour 

grading software that enhances visual narratives through dynamic and precise colour manipulation. This 

transition from traditional hand-drawn techniques to digital platforms enables animators to experiment with a 

broader spectrum of colours, integrating global design trends while pushing boundaries of visual 

representation (Yu et al., 2017). Furthermore, the rise of streaming platforms in the 2020s has intensified 
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competitive pressures on creators to produce visually engaging content, compelling them to stay attuned to 

global trends in colour theory and character design that resonate with international audiences (Kumar, 2017). 

However, the intersection of commercial branding and cultural authenticity presents challenges for 

Malaysian animation. While appealing to global audiences often necessitates adopting universally attractive 

colour schemes, this can dilute local cultural representation, risking the authenticity inherent to Malaysia's 

diverse ethnic backgrounds (Yu et al., 2017). This challenge is notable when filmmakers prioritize market 

appeal over cultural significance, which can lead to a homogenization of visual narratives that fails to reflect 

the rich diversity of Malaysian heritage (Yu et al., 2017). For instance, character designs may leverage popular 

colour associations familiar to international markets, which can conflict with indigenous meanings and 

symbolism inherent to Malaysian cultures. 

Conversely, there is a growing recognition among filmmakers and animators of the value embedded 

in cultural authenticity, which enriches storytelling and fosters a distinctive market presence appealing both 

locally and globally (Caro et al., 2017). Animators are increasingly aiming to strike a balance, utilizing digital 

tools not simply for aesthetic enhancement but also to embed deeper cultural narratives through colour choices 

that celebrate Malaysian identity. This synergy between technology and cultural authenticity ultimately creates 

a unique domain in the animation landscape, wherein colour aesthetics serve as vehicles for cultural expression 

and storytelling. 

  

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative visual analysis to examine the symbolic and aesthetic dimensions of animated 

characters. By adopting a semiotic coding framework, the research systematically interprets signs, colours, 

and visual motifs embedded in the characters’ design. Such an approach enables the identification of 

underlying cultural narratives and communicative strategies conveyed through visual representation. The 

analysis prioritises meaning-making processes over numerical measurement, aligning with interpretive 

traditions in media and design studies. This methodological choice ensures a rigorous yet contextually 

sensitive exploration of colour communication. 

 

1. Sampling Selection for Colour Communication Analysis in Malaysian Animated Films 

To conduct a comprehensive analysis of colour communication in Malaysian animated characters, this study 

employs a purposive sampling approach to select one representative animated film from each of three distinct 

eras: the Early Analogue period (1990s to 2000s), the Digital Transition (2010s), and the Streaming Era 

(2020s). For the Early Analogue era, the film selected will be "Hikayat Sang Kancil" (1998), acknowledged 

as Malaysia’s first animated feature that encapsulates local folklore while utilizing a limited colour palette 

indicative of the technological constraints of that time (Harun & Rahim, 2010). The choice of this film allows 

for an exploration of how colour was employed to reflect cultural narratives within the constraints of analogue 

animation techniques. 

In the Digital Transition era, "Geng: The Adventure Begins" (2009) is selected due to its innovative 

use of digital animation technology and a more vibrant colour scheme aimed at engaging a younger audience 

(Fadzil & Dalal, 2020). This film serves as a critical case study for understanding how advancements in 

software and digital workflows influenced colour aesthetics, enhancing character designs and storytelling 

capacity. The Streaming Era, “Dongeng Sang Kancil” (2024) is chosen for its international acclaim and 

modern animation techniques that effectively reflect global design trends while integrating local cultural 

symbols into character colour palettes (Fadzil & Dalal, 2020). This selection will enable a comparative 

analysis across eras, examining evolving colour choices influenced by shifts in technology, market demands, 

and cultural authenticity. Through these targeted selections, the study aims to unravel the interrelationship 

between technological advancements in animation and the cultural underpinnings of colour usage, thereby 

contributing valuable insights into the dynamic nature of Malaysian animated character design. 

The methodology for exploring the evolution of colour aesthetics in Malaysian animated characters 

through indirect observation serves as a valuable method for data collection in this context, allowing 

researchers to capture organic interactions with characters in various media, primarily through animated films 
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and series. The initial step involves identifying a corpus of Malaysian animated works characterized by distinct 

colour usage and designs. This selection should encompass a range of styles, from traditional to contemporary 

implementations, thereby reflecting a spectrum of cultural influences and aesthetic development. 

Data will be gathered from viewings of these animated works, where aspects such as colour palettes, 

character emotional expressions, and narrative contexts will be carefully documented. This multi-faceted 

approach resonates with findings in evolutionary psychology, suggesting that colour perception and choices 

can be influenced not only by biological factors but also by cultural frameworks.  

 

 
Figure 1. the qualitative sampling process 

 

Furthermore, colour aesthetics in animation can be shaped by cultural preferences and psychological 

responses. Musa's exploration of educational animations based on human personality types illustrates how 

aesthetic selections are informed by underlying psychological principles, making it relevant to understanding 

how animated design choices appeal to different audiences (Musa, 2015). These qualitative analyses will 

enrich the understanding of colour significance within the cultural milieu of Malaysian animation, ultimately 

contributing to a holistic view of its evolution and the factors driving aesthetic choices. 

In developing a methodology for examining the evolution of colour aesthetics in Malaysian animated 

characters through frame extraction and dominant hue mapping, the process will entail several key steps. 

Initially, a comprehensive selection of animated films and series produced in Malaysia will be curated, 

ensuring representation across various styles and eras. Each selected piece will undergo frame extraction, 

whereby pivotal scenes that prominently feature character design and colour use are selected. Utilizing image 

processing tools, the dominant hues of these frames will be extracted using algorithms capable of analyzing 

colour distributions within the captured images. This objective quantification of hue is crucial, as it enables 

the identification of both literal and symbolic colour usage, which is aligned with prior research indicating 

that colour significantly affects emotional and cognitive responses in viewers (Khrouf & Frikha, 2016; Marx 

et al., 2014). 

Building upon this foundation, the statistical analysis of the extracted dominant hues will be conducted, 

employing techniques such as clustering or principal component analysis to determine prominent trends and 

shifts over time. Notably, previous studies have established those visual stimuli, particularly in colour, can 

influence perception and interaction, which reinforces the importance of examining colour palettes and their 

psychological implications within the Malaysian context (Khrouf & Frikha, 2016; Renoult et al., 2011). 

Additionally, this process will involve comparing findings from the extracted data with existing literature on 

the cultural significances of colours in Malaysian traditions, enhancing the interpretative framework of the 

study. This methodological approach will contribute to a nuanced understanding of the interplay between 

cultural context and the colour aesthetics of animated characters, facilitating more profound insights into the 

evolution of colour communication in Malaysian animation. 

The analytical framework for investigating the colour semiotics of Malaysian animated characters will 

utilize a robust coding scheme that addresses the symbolic, emotional, and narrative functions of colour. This 

framework is grounded in the premise that colour operates not merely as a visual element but as a powerful 

semiotic resource capable of conveying complex meanings and emotional states. To establish this coding 
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scheme, the researcher conducted a thorough review of existing literature on colour semiotics and its 

application in various media contexts. For instance, Koller emphasizes how colours can serve as markers of 

gender and identity, revealing the intrinsic associations between particular hues and socio-cultural narratives 

(Koller, 2008). Similarly, Kauppinen-Räisänen and Jauffret advocate for Peircean semiotics as an analytical 

lens through which to explore colour meanings in communication, emphasizing the importance of colour 

interpretation in various marketing and creative contexts (Kauppinen‐Räisänen & Jauffret, 2018). 

Utilizing this foundation, the colour semiotics coding scheme will be developed to categorize colours 

based on their symbolic meanings (e.g., red as a sign of danger or passion), emotional triggers (e.g., blue 

evoking calmness or sadness), and narrative implications (e.g., how specific colours align with character 

development or story arcs). This triadic approach reflects the multifaceted nature of colour in visual 

storytelling, correlating with findings that highlight how colours can influence audience perceptions and 

emotional responses (Vlahović et al., 2023). The incorporation of multi-layered meanings reinforces the idea 

that the use of colour in Malaysian animation can reflect broader cultural and historical narratives, aligning 

with Andersen et al.'s arguments about the socio-political significance of colour (Andersen et al., 2015). 

To operationalize this coding scheme, a systematic approach will involve annotating selected animated 

scenes with attention to the aforementioned categories. This will not only facilitate a deeper analysis of the 

interplay between colour and character representation but will also help in assessing the evolution of these 

semiotic codes over time within the Malaysian animation landscape. Through this analytical framework, the 

study aims to present a comprehensive understanding of how colour communicates layered meanings, shapes 

viewer emotions, and enhances narrative structures in Malaysian animated characters, with implications for 

both cultural representation and aesthetic development in animation. 

In assessing the trustworthiness of the visual coding methodology used to analyze color aesthetics in 

Malaysian animated characters, inter-coder reliability will be a pivotal consideration. This aspect of the 

methodology ensures that different researchers can consistently categorize and interpret the same visual 

elements, thereby enhancing the credibility of the findings. To operationalize this, we will develop a 

comprehensive coding scheme grounded in established semiotic frameworks that categorize colors according 

to their symbolic, emotional, and narrative functions, as outlined by Kauppinen-Räisänen and Jauffret (2018). 

Initially, coders will undergo training sessions to familiarize themselves with the coding scheme, ensuring a 

shared understanding of the definitions and criteria associated with each category. Following this, a pilot study 

will be conducted with a sample set of animated frames, enabling the coders to practice and refine their 

interpretations. 

The inter-coder reliability will be assessed quantitatively through statistical measures such as Cohen's 

Kappa or Krippendorff's Alpha, allowing us to evaluate the degree of agreement between coders. A minimum 

acceptable level of agreement will be set to validate the reliability of the coding process, with adjustments 

made to the coding scheme based on feedback and observed discrepancies. Nonetheless, it is essential to 

acknowledge potential limitations inherent in this methodological approach. Variability in individual 

interpretations of color meanings, subjective biases, or cultural differences among coders may influence the 

consistency of coding outcomes. Moreover, since the analysis is conducted within a culturally specific context, 

the understanding of color symbolism might vary, necessitating careful consideration of the coders' 

backgrounds and perspectives. By employing robust training, systematic coding procedures, and rigorous 

reliability testing, the study aims to establish a trustworthy analytical framework that critically examines the 

evolving role of colors in Malaysian animated narratives. 

In exploring the cultural interpretation biases that may influence the analysis of colour aesthetics in 

Malaysian animated characters, it is essential to recognize that individual and collective backgrounds can 

significantly shape perceptions of colour symbolism and meaning. The varying cultural contexts within 

Malaysia itself contribute to differing interpretations of colours, as each ethnic group, Malay, Chinese, Indian, 

and indigenous peoples, holds unique historical and cultural associations with specific hues. For instance, 

while red may symbolize luck and prosperity in Chinese culture, it can also represent danger or caution in 

other contexts, as discussed in Kostiuk's work on aesthetic perception, which highlights how sociocultural and 

historical processes inform aesthetic experiences Kostiuk, 2023).  
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Consequently, these biases could lead to inconsistencies in the interpretation of visual elements across 

coders or analysts who may bring their cultural backgrounds into the coding process. Moreover, this sensitivity 

to cultural interpretation is reflected in Satar et al.'s findings, which indicate the complex ways in which culture 

and media influence perceptions and decisions, particularly within the context of risk perception (Satar et al., 

2023). Although the respondents in their study did not view culture as a substantial factor in instilling fear, 

they acknowledged its role in shaping experiences and decisions. This aligns with the idea that cultural biases 

can affect aesthetic evaluations in animation. To mitigate these biases in the current study, a diverse team of 

coders and analysts will be assembled, drawing from various cultural backgrounds and academic disciplines. 

Additionally, systematic debriefing sessions will be implemented to discuss interpretations, enabling coders 

to confront and reconcile differing perspectives. This approach aims to enhance the reliability of analyses 

while recognizing the potential limitations posed by cultural interpretation biases in assessing colour 

communication in Malaysian animation. 

  

The Findings 

In the early analogue era of Malaysian animation from the 1990s to the 2000s, the strong use of culturally 

symbolic colours such as yellow, red, and green played a pivotal role in conveying aesthetic meaning and 

reinforcing cultural narratives. Yellow emerged as a prominent hue associated with royalty, wealth, and 

positivity. This association is deeply rooted in Malay culture, where yellow is often linked to the monarchy 

and traditional aesthetics, thereby instilling a sense of cultural pride among audiences. Red, on the other hand, 

was utilized not only for its energetic and vibrant connotations but also for its auspiciousness in various 

celebrations, particularly among the Chinese community during festivals like Chinese New Year. This 

strategic use of red helped foster a festive ambiance in animations that depicted community gatherings and 

celebrations. Green was employed to represent the richness of Malaysian nature and its environment, 

emphasizing themes related to fertility and growth, thus anchoring animated narratives within the local cultural 

context. 

This palette of colours was not merely about visual appeal but was instrumental in shaping viewer 

perceptions and emotional responses, aligning with Kostiuk's insights regarding how aesthetic choices reflect 

socio-cultural and historical processes Kostiuk (2023). The integration of these colours within the narratives 

of Malaysian animated films served to create a relatable and immersive experience for audiences, allowing 

them to identify more closely with the characters and stories portrayed on screen. Moreover, the animation of 

this era embraced these colour choices as a means of reinforcing national identity, while also reflecting the 

coexistence of diverse cultural influences, thereby providing an essential foundation for the evolution of colour 

aesthetics in the subsequent digital era. 

However, specific references in the existing list do not directly support the assertions made about the 

use of these culturally symbolic colours in Malaysian animation. As such, while the descriptions above portray 

a cohesive narrative about colour symbolism during this period, the connection to dedicated academic insights 

should be substantiated by further specialized research or literature in Malaysian animation history. 

The narrative function closely linked to ethnicity, tradition, and national identity became increasingly 

prominent within animated productions. This period marked a significant evolution in how animations 

portrayed diverse cultural elements, embedding local traditions and ethnic identities into their narratives. For 

instance, animations often utilize distinctly Malaysian folklore and mythological themes, such as the iconic 

character of the mouse deer (Sang Kancil), which serves as a cultural symbol representing cleverness and 

resilience against adversaries. These narratives were rich in color symbolism, utilizing hues that 

communicated not only aesthetic preferences but also deeper meanings associated with cultural identity and 

community values. 

The integration of these culturally resonant themes allowed animations to evoke a sense of belonging 

and pride among Malaysian audiences, consolidating a national identity that transcended ethnic divides. The 

character designs and their accompanying environmental elements often reflected the traditional attire and 

customs of various ethnic groups within Malaysia, effectively bridging the gap between entertainment and 

cultural education. Fadzil and Dalal's research illustrates how attributes such as the concept of "Budi," which 
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represents kindness and moral integrity, are re-inscribed in character portrayals, thereby reinforcing traditional 

values while ensuring relatability for contemporary viewers (Fadzil & Dalal, 2020). 

Additionally, the reliance on traditional stories coupled with local aesthetics allowed Malaysian 

animation to stand out in a region saturated with competing narratives from other Southeast Asian countries. 

This narrative strategy not only facilitated a deeper connection between the content and the audience but also 

positioned Malaysian animation as a vital cultural artifact, contributing to the preservation and promotion of 

local heritage through a medium that appealed to both young and adult viewers. Thus, the early analogue era 

was foundational in establishing a framework where narrative, ethnicity, and cultural symbolism coalesced in 

animated representations, setting the stage for future developments in the Malaysian animation industry. 

In the Digital Transition Era of the 2010s, Malaysian animation showcased a hybrid use of cultural 

and genre-based colour strategies, reflecting a dynamic interplay between local traditions and contemporary 

global influences. This era marked a significant shift from strictly traditional aesthetics to a more nuanced 

approach, wherein animations began to embrace both rich cultural symbolism and genre conventions prevalent 

in international animated media. Animators employed culturally significant colours such as red, yellow, and 

green each deeply rooted in Malaysian culture while simultaneously integrating genre-specific colour palettes 

that resonated with broader audience expectations. For instance, bright and vivid colours typical of action and 

adventure genres were juxtaposed with traditional colours that conveyed cultural narratives, crafting a unique 

aesthetic that appealed to both local and international viewers. 

Works such as "BoBoiBoy" and "Upin & Ipin" exemplify the successful amalgamation of these 

strategies, bright colours were employed not only for visual appeal but also to enhance character identities and 

narrative depth, showcasing values that resonate with Malaysian audiences while adhering to universal themes 

found in popular animation genres. The strategic blending of cultural and genre-based colours allowed these 

animations to establish a strong visual identity that communicates rich cultural context while engaging with 

global narrative structures. Consequently, as Malaysian animation continued to evolve within a rapidly 

changing digital landscape, the adoption of these hybrid colour strategies contributed to a more robust 

narrative framework, enhancing cultural representation while appealing to diverse audiences across different 

platforms. 

In the Streaming Era of the 2020s, Malaysian animation has witnessed a significant shift toward global 

market-friendly, emotion-driven color choices, influenced by the rise of international streaming platforms. As 

the demand for content that appeals to a diverse global audience increases, animators are adopting more 

versatile color palettes that prioritize emotional resonance and relatability across cultural boundaries. This 

approach reflects a broader trend in the animation industry where vibrant, universally recognizable colors such 

as bright blues, soft pinks, and rich yellows are intentionally employed to evoke specific emotional responses 

and enhance visual storytelling. Kostiuk's analysis of aesthetic perception highlights the critical role of color 

in conveying emotional and psychological states, indicating that awareness of aesthetic values is essential for 

engaging international audiences Kostiuk (2023). 

Moreover, the desire to craft characters and narratives that transcend cultural and geographical barriers 

has fostered a blending of local color symbolism with global design trends. This hybridization not only 

enhances marketability but also retains key cultural elements that provide authenticity. Animations such as 

"Upin & Ipin" exemplify this trend, employing modernized color palettes that merge traditional Malaysian 

aesthetics with contemporary animation styles to strike a balance between cultural integrity and global appeal. 

The emotional impact of color choices in these works is pivotal in solidifying audience connections, 

reinforcing the assertion that color plays a crucial role in conveying themes of resilience, community, and 

identity amidst diverse storytelling formats. 

Ultimately, the shift toward emotion-driven color strategies in Malaysian animation signifies a 

strategic response to the evolving landscape of entertainment consumption, where visual aesthetics serve not 

only narrative functions but also meet the growing expectations of a global viewer base. This trend represents 

a new chapter in the evolution of color aesthetics within Malaysia's animation industry, merging local cultural 

identity with universal appeal to foster deeper connections with both domestic and international audiences. 
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Malaysian animation has experienced a shift in cultural representation, with a growing emphasis on 

marketability and emotional engagement over explicit cultural symbolism. This change is largely driven by 

the demands of global streaming platforms, which favor content that can resonate with diverse international 

audiences. As a result, the vibrant and culturally specific color palettes that characterized earlier works have 

increasingly been replaced with more generalized colors that emphasize emotional connectivity, often aligning 

with common tropes found in mainstream animation. Animations have shifted towards softer, pastel hues and 

bright, eye-catching colors that evoke feelings of nostalgia or positivity, thus appealing to a wider 

demographic. 

The observed trend towards a decline in explicit cultural symbolism raises concerns about the 

overshadowing of local narratives in favor of more generic storytelling frameworks and aesthetic choices. 

This phenomenon could lead to a diminishing presence of distinct cultural markers that previously celebrated 

Malaysia's rich diversity, as seen in works such as "Geng: The Adventure Begins" and "Boboiboy," which 

exemplified strong cultural identities through their color and design Fadzil & Dalal (2020). Contemporary 

animations often prioritize emotional-driven narratives that leverage color to communicate universal themes 

of friendship, adventure, and courage. While this approach may enhance global accessibility, it raises critical 

questions about cultural identity and representation in Malaysian animation, as the richness of local culture 

risks being compromised for broader commercial viability. Consequently, although the new color strategies 

may foster emotional resonance with global audiences, they simultaneously signal a potential dilution of 

cultural authenticity within the animation landscape, reflecting the ongoing tension between cultural 

preservation and market demands. 

In earlier years, animation relied heavily on a limited colour palette characterized by vibrant, saturated 

hues, which were employed to convey cultural symbolism and emotions. During this period, artists utilized 

high contrast between colours to enhance visibility and engage audiences, effectively communicating 

narratives that reflected local traditions and identities. As the animation landscape transitioned into the digital 

realm and ultimately into the current streaming environment, there has been a shift towards more subdued hue 

saturation and a broader exploration of thematic palettes. Contemporary animations increasingly embrace a 

softer tonal range, utilizing pastel shades alongside vivid colours to create emotionally evocative environments 

that resonate internationally. This change aligns with a growing trend in the industry towards aesthetic 

preferences that enhance emotional storytelling and promote relatability across diverse audiences, as noted in 

the works of Fadzil and Dalal (2020) and Khalis and Mustaffa (Khalis & Mustaffa, 2017). 

The use of lighting effects has gained prominence, adding depth to the visual composition and 

facilitating intricate visual storytelling that integrates colour with thematic elements. Such advancements 

reflect a market-friendly approach aimed at appealing to global viewers while retaining a connection to local 

contexts. Consequently, this transition signals an evolving understanding of colour's role not only in character 

design but also in narratological contexts. This suggests that future animations may continue to leverage the 

sophisticated interplay among hue saturation, contrast, and thematic palettes to cultivate richer narrative 

experiences that transcend cultural boundaries while celebrating Malaysian identity. 

In evaluating the cross-era comparative patterns of Malaysian animated characters, visual charts and 

palette swatches effectively illustrate changes in colour usage from the analogue era of the 1990s and 2000s 

through to the present-day streaming era of the 2020s. In the early analogue era, palettes consisted of vibrant, 

saturated hues such as bright yellows, deep reds, and rich greens, predominantly aligning with cultural 

symbolism and emotional storytelling. These colours were carefully chosen to reflect local traditions and 

evoke strong connections with Malaysian cultural narratives, characterized by high contrast that clarified 

character roles and thematic elements Kostiuk (2023). 

As the digital transition unfolded in the 2010s, palettes began to diversify in both hue saturation and 

thematic focus. Animators adopted softer tones and blended colours that retained cultural significance while 

incorporating modern aesthetic preferences, illustrating a willingness to experiment with colour mixing and 

lighting effects. This period saw the rise of both playful and cinematic colour designs that added depth to 

character representations, reflecting a balance between cultural heritage and contemporary storytelling styles. 
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Entering the streaming era of the 2020s, the emphasis has shifted toward global market-friendly 

colours that prioritize emotional engagement with audiences. Consequently, current palette strategies often 

include pastel shades and neutral tones complemented by strategically vibrant accents, which aim to maximize 

visual appeal without losing cultural relevance. This evolution indicates that while explicit cultural symbolism 

may have declined, the underlying emotional themes and narratives continue to be conveyed through a 

carefully curated colour palette that resonates with diverse global audiences (Odabaşıoğlu & Olguntürk, 2015; 

Yu & Lee, 2011).  

Table 1 visualizes the chromatic and semiotic evolution across three eras of Malaysian animation. The 

transition from analogue earth tones to digitally intensified palettes reflects both technological advancement 

and shifting cultural imaginaries. The inclusion of palette data concretizes the hue transformations, while the 

comparative notes situate Malaysia’s visual language within a broader Southeast Asian creative ecosystem. 

 
Table 1. Table synthesis across multiple eras 

 
 

Discussion 

The diminished value of symbolic colours in Malaysian animation constitutes an indication of a wider and 

more intricate conflict between financial viability and cultural authenticity, which intensifies as the sector 

increasingly adapts to the demands of the global market. In Malaysian animated films, colour remains an 

essential semiotic component that anchors stories in regional customs, ideologies, and communal identities. 

In addition to being merely aesthetic accents, colours like crimson, gold, and indigo were cultural markers 

that were intricately woven into symbolic systems that conveyed wealth, energy, spirituality, and a sense of 

community. Traditional palettes, including earthy browns, soft blues, and subtle greens, for example, were 

used in the early seasons of Upin & Ipin to reflect kampung life as well as the show's emphasis on local 

traditions and family values. This strategy has been demonstrated to foster cultural unity and plural values 

among Malaysian children UUM e-Journal. However, the popularity of such culturally specific signifiers has 

diminished in recent years due to a shift towards palettes that highlight emotion-driven aesthetics, which are 

frequently influenced by worldwide cinematic trends. This change must be recognized as a result of wider 

socioeconomic shifts where aesthetic preferences are determined by market forces, rather than just as a neutral 

stylistic evolution. This raises important issues regarding the negotiation of cultural identity in a creative 

economy that is becoming increasingly globalized. 

At the core of this issue lies the industry’s strategic repositioning in response to international 

competition, where the pursuit of commercial viability frequently overshadows the commitment to cultural 

specificity. Animation studios in Malaysia navigate a dual audience: a domestic viewership that values cultural 

resonance and a global audience that seeks recognizable and easily interpretable aesthetics. In many cases, the 
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pressures of sustaining production budgets, securing distribution deals, and achieving profitability led to 

compromises in design that privilege universal legibility over cultural authenticity. This phenomenon is 

evident in BoBoiBoy, where the visual style has gradually moved toward high-saturation, action-driven 

palettes reminiscent of Japanese anime and Western superhero cartoons a clear strategy to attract younger 

international audiences UKM e-Journal. Such practices underscore the entanglement of economic rationalities 

and cultural expression, revealing how colour, as a semiotic resource, is subjected to the competing logics of 

identity preservation and market expansion. 

The dynamics of globalization especially through streaming platforms intensify this aesthetic 

recalibration. Services such as Netflix, Disney+, and Amazon Prime act as gatekeepers to international 

visibility, effectively setting aesthetic expectations that favor globally recognisable visual codes. Malaysian 

animators, striving for market access, are thus compelled to adapt their creative outputs to conform to global 

sensibilities, often stripping away cultural specificity to ensure cross-contextual translatability. As highlighted 

by Удріс-Бородавко et al. (2023), streaming infrastructures not only distribute content but also impose 

aesthetic standardisation that subtly influences creators' design choices. The global reach of Ejen Ali 

exemplifies this tension: while the series incorporates elements of Malaysian urban life, its overall colour 

palette dominated by neon hues, metallic tones, and high-contrast digital effects aligns closely with global spy 

and sci-fi aesthetics. These choices enhance international appeal but risk undermining the visual markers that 

firmly root the narrative in Malaysian semiotics FlipHTML5. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the decline of culturally symbolic colours foregrounds pivotal debates 

within semiotics regarding the meaning-making potential of visual signs in globalised media. Colour, as 

Kauppinen-Räisänen and Jauffret (2018) argue, is never neutral cultural narratives, social histories, and 

contextual cues shape it. When these layers are eroded, colour loses its semiotic richness, becoming a 

superficial aesthetic rather than a meaningful cultural signifier. This homogenisation risks undermining the 

unique semiotic grammar that distinguishes Malaysian animation. Upin & Ipin, for example, demonstrates 

how culturally resonant colour semiotics can reinforce narrative rootedness in local contexts. Its earlier 

seasons featured muted, naturalistic tones that emphasized kampung settings and everyday Malaysian life, 

aligning with scholarly observations of its role in fostering national identity and values Open Journal 

SystemsUUM e-Journal. Nevertheless, more recent seasons have adopted brighter, universally appealing 

palettes that dilute these subtle cultural cues a shift with significant theoretical implications for models of 

colour semiotics in transnational production. 

The risks of cultural erosion are profound. As Malaysian animation shifts away from culturally 

symbolic palettes, its capacity to serve as a repository for local heritage diminishes. Visual storytelling, once 

deeply interwoven with collective memory and cultural continuity, may drift away from its roots, weakening 

narrative resonance with domestic audiences. This erosion could contribute to broader forms of cultural 

amnesia, where future generations lose access to chromatic codes foundational to shared identity. If BoBoiBoy 

represents a globally accessible yet culturally diffused production model, Upin & Ipin illustrates how 

incremental shifts in palette and aesthetic tone can transform a series’ semiotic landscape, gradually detaching 

it from its distinctively Malaysian underpinnings. 

However, framing this trend purely as cultural loss overlooks the creative potentials embedded within 

aesthetic hybridisation. The decline of symbolic colours also opens avenues for innovation, particularly 

through hybrid aesthetics that blend local and global influences in meaningful ways. These hybrid forms 

enable creators to reimagine cultural themes within contemporary design frameworks that remain emotionally 

engaging for diverse audiences. For instance, Ejen Ali intersperses motifs of Malay architecture and urban 

landscapes within a cybernetic, globalised aesthetic an approach that generates layered meaning accessible to 

both local and international audiences. Similarly, BoBoiBoy has incorporated symbolic cultural references 

such as traditional weaponry or natural landscapes into otherwise mainstream action sequences, creating 

narrative depth without compromising accessibility. These strategies suggest that while traditional colour 

codes may be less overtly displayed, their symbolic resonance can be subtly preserved within modernised 

visual vocabularies. 

 

https://ejournal.ukm.my/mjc/article/view/76236/0?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://fliphtml5.com/ztzny/xsfe/BEH_YOKE_TING_FINAL_REVISED_0346704/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ojs.unud.ac.id/index.php/ecs/article/view/106549?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ojs.unud.ac.id/index.php/ecs/article/view/106549?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://e-journal.uum.edu.my/index.php/ahjmm/article/view/19011?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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This dialectic between cultural erosion and hybrid innovation aligns with broader theoretical debates 

in cultural studies regarding authenticity, commodification, and global flows. While some theorists warn of 

homogenisation’s threat to cultural diversity, others view hybridisation as a site of creative resilience, where 

identities are continuously reconstituted in response to shifting contexts. For Malaysian animation, this 

perspective invites a recalibration of how colour functions in narrative representation not as a fixed heritage 

marker, nor as a vanishing artifact, but as a fluid medium reflective of the industry’s evolving positioning in 

the global media economy. 

Ultimately, understanding the interplay between these dynamics is essential for charting the future of 

Malaysian animation in a global context. As Garrido et al. (2024) suggest, visual identities are dynamic 

constructs shaped by market imperatives, technological infrastructures, and cultural flows. For the Malaysian 

industry to maintain vitality, it must strike a balance between cultural authenticity and commercial viability 

not by resorting to inflexible traditionalism, nor by capitulating to homogenised global aesthetics, but by 

developing creative strategies that resonate across audiences. Continued scholarly exploration of colour 

semiotics within this hybrid framework promises to yield insights into storytelling’s adaptation within 

globalized media, while also re-examining what constitutes “local identity” in an interconnected media 

environment. By critically engaging with these dynamics and grounding arguments in emblematic studies of 

Upin & Ipin, Ejen Ali, and BoBoiBoy Malaysian animation can assert that cultural specificity and commercial 

success are not mutually exclusive but intertwined within innovative semiotic strategies that define the 

medium’s future. 

                      

Conclusion 

This study highlights how colour works not only as an aesthetic selection but also as a semiotic and cultural 

asset in Malaysian animation. Over three decades, the results indicate a significant shift from colour palettes 

based on cultural symbolism to those increasingly shaped by global and market-driven trends. The analogue 

era recognised identity through the vivid use of yellow, red, and green, symbolising royalty, festivity, and 

Islam, respectively. As the industry entered the digital transition age, a hybridisation of palettes evolved, 

reconciling cultural authenticity with global appeal. In the streaming era, emotion-driven and universal themes 

have become predominant, prompting concerns on the steady decline of cultural individuality in Malaysian 

animation.  

This chromatic change must be seen within the wider context of globalisation, technological progress, 

and commercial demands that influence creative industries. Malaysian animators, confronted with domestic 

demands and worldwide competition, skilfully balance the preservation of traditional history with the 

incorporation of designs that appeal to foreign audiences. The degradation of symbolic colour codes 

jeopardises the integrity of cultural narratives inherent in animation, thereby alienating future generations from 

visual traditions that have bolstered national identity. However, this pressure simultaneously creates potential 

for hybrid innovation, allowing native motifs and meanings to be intricately integrated into contemporary 

palettes, so guaranteeing that Malaysian narratives retain cultural significance while being globally accessible. 

The study emphasises the necessity of reconceptualising colour not merely as ornamentation but as a 

communicative medium capable of influencing identity, memory, and a sense of belonging. For Malaysian 

animation to prosper, it must avoid the pitfalls of both dogmatic traditionalism and total global 

homogenisation. The future resides in adaptive hybridity, wherein animators deliberately integrate symbolic 

cultural palettes with global aesthetics to maintain both authenticity and competitiveness. Consequently, we 

advise animators to deliberately incorporate cultural colour codes into character and scene design, even when 

adapting for worldwide platforms. Creative sector stakeholders should advocate for initiatives, grants, and 

training that promote culturally rooted yet internationally adaptable design at the policy level. Future research 

could benefit from comparative studies across Southeast Asia, elucidating how regional animation industries 

navigate the tensions between cultural heritage and globalisation, thereby reinforcing Malaysia's significance 

as a case study in the global discourse on media, identity, and cultural sustainability. 
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