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Abstract: With the rapid development of urbanization and globalization, cities are increasingly engaged in competitive
branding to distinguish themselves in the global market. Urban image design, particularly the creation of visual identity symbols,
plays a vital role in shaping a city’s unique characteristics. Zhengzhou, a historically significant city located in the central plains
of China, has yet to develop a cohesive visual identity system that represents both its rich cultural heritage and its modern
aspirations. This study explores the creation of visual identity symbols for Zhengzhou, with a focus on incorporating traditional
cultural elements from the Central Plains. By applying semiotics theory and visual communication design principles, this
research proposes a visual identity system that not only reflects the city's historical significance but also aligns with contemporary
aesthetic and functional needs. The study concludes with three design proposals for visual symbols, offering a practical reference
for future urban branding efforts in Zhengzhou.
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foundation of semiotic theory, which suggests that visual
symbols should convey both meaning and aesthetic appeal,
reflecting the city’s culture and modern aspirations!®,

1. Introduction

1.1. Research Background and Significance
In the era of globalization, cities are undergoing rapid 2.2. Existing Research on City Visual Identity

urbanization, which intensifies competition among them!". Recent studies have explored the creation of visual symbols
Cities must now distinguish themselves not only through for cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and Hangzhoul3l. These
political, economic, and cultural influence but also through studies highlight the importance of cultural representation and
their visual identity systems!?. Zhengzhou, a city with a aesthetic appeal in urban branding!'”. However, the
profound historical background and located at the heart of the development of a visual identity for Zhengzhou remains
C.entral .Plain.s, has not yet developed a distinct aqd cohesive under-explored, with existing designs failing to capture the
visual identity. This research aims to fill this gap by city's cultural essence!'!). This study intends to contribute to
investigating the design of visual symbols that reflect the field by focusing on Zhengzhou's unique cultural heritage
Zhengzhou’s cultural  heritage  and  contemporary and its potential for developing a visual identity that blends
developments'. tradition and modernity!'?.

1.2. Research Objectives 3. Methodology

The main objectives of this study are:
1) To explore the traditional cultural elements of  3.1. Research Approach

Zhengzhou and integrate them into the city's visual identity This study adopts a qualitative research approach, focusing
symbols. on in-depth analysis and interpretation of visual symbols and

2) To apply semiotic theory and design principles to create cultural meanings('¥. By employing semiotics theory, which
visual symbols that resonate with the city's cultural and examines the relationship between signs and their meanings,
historical significance. along with principles of visual communication design, this

3) To propose practical visual identity designs that can be research aims to create a comprehensive conceptual
utilized in urban branding and promotion. framework for the visual identity of Zhengzhou. The

framework will not only incorporate traditional cultural
elements unique to Zhengzhou but also align with
contemporary design practices!!¥. In addition to these
] o i ) theoretical foundations, the study also utilizes surveys to
~ Urban image refers to how a city is perceived in terms of gather public opinions on the city's current visual identity,
its physical appearance, culture, and identity®. Visual ensuring that the proposed designs resonate with the local

2. Literature Review

2.1. Urban Image and Visual Symbols

symbols, as an essential part of urban image design, represent community!'S). Furthermore, case studies of other cities’
the city's characteristics and values™%l. In previous studies, visual identities are included in the research to provide
scholars have emphasized the importance of using both valuable insights and comparative analysis!'>], enabling the

abstract and concrete cultural elements to create memorable

. . ’ design process to be informed by successful strategies and
and functional urban symbols[’l. This research builds upon the
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potential challenges encountered by other urban centers in
developing their visual identities!'’l. This multi-dimensional
approach ensures that the final design is both culturally
grounded and adaptable to global design standards!'®l.

3.2. Data Collection

Data was collected using a combination of research
methods to understand Zhengzhou's visual identity. A
literature review examined studies, urban design theories, and
research on city branding, visual identity, and semiotics,
providing a theoretical foundation'”). Surveys were
distributed to local residents, visitors, and city professionals
to assess public perceptions of Zhengzhou's visual identity,
identify associated symbols, and evaluate the city's branding
effectiveness. These surveys also explored the alignment of
visual symbols with public expectations and identified areas
for improvement!'®), To enrich the data, in-depth interviews
with urban designers, residents, and visitors provided
qualitative insights into cultural symbols that resonate with
Zhengzhou’s image!'”l. By combining quantitative surveys
with qualitative interviews, the study captured both broad and
detailed insights into the city's visual identity and how it can
better reflect its cultural heritage and modern aspirations.

3.3. Semiotic Analysis

A semiotic analysis was applied to traditional cultural
elements of Zhengzhou, such as bronze ware, pottery, and the
rich cultural heritage of the Yellow River?”, By examining
the deeper meanings and historical significance of these
elements, the study sought to uncover the symbols and values
they represent, which are central to the city's identity. These
cultural artifacts were not merely preserved in their original
forms but were thoughtfully abstracted and reinterpreted
through a modern lens to create visual symbolsi?!. These
reinterpretations were designed to capture the essence of
Zhengzhou's history, reflecting both its ancient legacy and
contemporary identity???. The resulting symbols, which
incorporate visual metaphors and cultural motifs, were
intended to serve as foundational elements for the city's
modern visual identity system. This approach not only aimed
to honor Zhengzhou’s historical significance but also to
ensure that these elements resonated with the current aesthetic
trends and urban dynamics, creating a visual language that
connects the past with the present and is relevant for future
generations!?*,

4. Design Proposals for Zhengzhou's
Visual Identity

4.1. Traditional Cultural Elements in Design

Based on the semiotic analysis, three key cultural elements
were carefully selected for the design process: the ancient
bronze ware, the Yellow River, and local culinary traditions
such as the iconic Zhengzhou noodle. These elements were
chosen not only for their historical significance but also for
their deep connection to the identity of Zhengzhou, each
representing different aspects of the city's heritage. The
ancient bronze ware, with its intricate designs and symbolic
representations of power and tradition, embodies the city's
cultural legacy and technological advancements from ancient
times. The Yellow River, often referred to as the lifeblood of
Chinese civilization, symbolizes the city's geographical and
cultural significance, as it has been a constant source of life
and inspiration for generations. Local culinary traditions,
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particularly the Zhengzhou noodle, represent the daily life
and spirit of the people, linking food culture to the region's
sense of pride and community.

These cultural elements were then abstracted and creatively
adapted into modern visual forms, ensuring they maintained
a meaningful connection to the city’s rich cultural past. The
process involved reinterpreting these traditional symbols
through contemporary design techniques, such as minimalism
and abstraction, to make them relevant and visually appealing
for today's urban landscape. The resulting designs strike a
balance between honoring the city's history and meeting the
aesthetic needs of modern urban identity, making them
adaptable for use in city branding, public spaces, and cultural
campaigns. This approach ensures that Zhengzhou’s visual
identity resonates with both its residents and visitors,
fostering a sense of pride in the city’s heritage while
embracing its future.

4.2. Design Proposal 1: The Bronze Symbol

This proposal incorporates the image of a traditional bronze
cauldron, a symbol of power, wealth, and ritual significance
in ancient Chinese culture. The cauldron, often associated
with royal ceremonies and the ancestral worship of the past,
represents the rich history and enduring strength of
Zhengzhou as a cultural and historical center. Its unique
patterns and intricate forms, which have been carefully
crafted over centuries, embody the craftsmanship and artistic
excellence of the ancient civilization. In this proposal, the
cauldron's time-honored design elements are modernized and
reinterpreted to create a dynamic, circular logo that blends
traditional symbolism with contemporary aesthetics. The
circular shape not only reflects the cauldron’s physical form
but also symbolizes unity, wholeness, and continuity-values
that are integral to the identity of Zhengzhou. The modernized
version of the cauldron, with clean lines and abstracted
patterns, conveys a sense of motion and forward-looking
progress, capturing the city's aspirations for growth and
innovation. This design successfully merges historical depth
with modernity, presenting a visual identity that honors
Zhengzhou’s cultural roots while positioning it as a city with
a bold and prosperous future.
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Figure 1. City Image Logo designl
4.3. Design Proposal 2: The Yellow River Wave

The second proposal features the flowing image of the
Yellow River, a powerful symbol of the lifeblood of
Zhengzhou’s history, culture, and development. This river,
often referred to as the cradle of Chinese civilization, has



shaped the city’s growth and identity for thousands of years,
making it an essential representation of both the past and the
future. The river's undulating lines, which convey the natural
ebb and flow of water, were stylized and abstracted into a
dynamic visual form. The abstract wave created by these
stylized lines represents not only the physical movement of
the river but also the metaphorical flow of energy, life, and
progress. It symbolizes the city’s continuity, as the river has
remained a constant force in the region for millennia, and its
dynamic curves capture the city’s ongoing transformation and
future development. This proposal emphasizes Zhengzhou's
resilience and its forward-looking vision, positioning the city
as one that, like the river, adapts and thrives through change,
while remaining deeply rooted in its rich cultural heritage.
The wave-like form creates a sense of motion, suggesting
innovation and progress, while still evoking the enduring and
timeless spirit of the Yellow River, a symbol of both stability
and transformation.
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Figure 2. City Image Logo design2

4.4. Design Proposal 3: The Zhengzhou Noodle

The third design is inspired by the iconic Zhengzhou
noodle dish, which holds deep cultural significance in the
region. As a beloved local delicacy, the noodle is a symbol of
the city’s rich food heritage, representing the warmth,
hospitality, and everyday life of its people. The shape of the
noodle, with its long, flowing curves, was creatively used to
form a fluid, curvilinear design that not only evokes the
culinary tradition but also integrates elements of the city’s
architectural features. The swirling, dynamic lines of the
noodle are stylized to create a sleek and modern logo, which
reflects the balance between tradition and contemporary
innovation in Zhengzhou. By incorporating the noodle’s
shape into the design, the logo draws on the city's culinary
culture while infusing it with a sense of movement and
modernity. The result is a distinctive and memorable visual
symbol that connects the city’s rich heritage to its evolving
identity. The logo’s fluidity mirrors the constant change and
growth of Zhengzhou, while still honoring the simplicity and
authenticity that the noodle dish embodies. This proposal
successfully combines cultural symbolism with contemporary
design elements, making it a powerful representation of
Zhengzhou's unique character and its dynamic future.
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Figure 3. City Image Logo design3

5. Results and Discussion

5.1. Public Perception of Zhengzhou’s Visual
Identity

The survey results revealed that the majority of participants
were dissatisfied with the current visual identity of
Zhengzhou, citing that it did not adequately represent the
city’s cultural heritage or resonate with its people. Many
respondents expressed a desire for a more meaningful
connection between the city’s symbols and its rich history,
emphasizing that the existing visual elements were either too
generic or failed to evoke a strong sense of local pride. In
particular, participants felt that the current public symbols did
not fully capture the essence of Zhengzhou's unique cultural,
historical, and geographical identity.

In contrast, the proposed designs, which thoughtfully
integrate traditional cultural elements such as the Yellow
River and bronze ware with modern aesthetics, were met with
a positive response. These new designs struck a balance
between honoring Zhengzhou’s historical significance and
presenting a forward-looking, contemporary image. The use
of the Yellow River wave, which symbolizes the city’s deep-
rooted connection to its past and its ongoing evolution, and
the bronze symbol, representing the city’s ancient legacy of
craftsmanship and power, were particularly well-received.
Respondents appreciated how these symbols were reimagined
in a way that was both visually appealing and culturally
meaningful. The designs successfully conveyed a sense of
Zhengzhou’s unique identity, evoking pride and connection
among the city's residents while being adaptable to its future
development. This feedback highlighted the importance of
blending traditional and modern design principles to create a
visual identity that resonates with both the people of
Zhengzhou and visitors alike.

5.2. Challenges and Opportunities

Despite the positive reception of the proposed designs,
several challenges remain in terms of their implementation



and ensuring consistency across public spaces. One of the key
hurdles is the need for coordinated efforts among various
stakeholders, including city planners, local government
agencies, and private sector partners, to effectively
incorporate these visual symbols into a wide range of urban
settings. There are concerns about maintaining uniformity in
how these symbols are displayed, especially in diverse
contexts such as transportation hubs, cultural landmarks,
public signage, and promotional materials.

Additionally, the integration of these visual elements into
the city's infrastructure presents logistical challenges, as they
must be adapted to different mediums and materials while
preserving their design integrity. Whether displayed on street
signs, public buildings, digital platforms, or marketing
campaigns, the symbols need to be flexible enough to work in
a variety of formats without losing their visual impact. Further
efforts are also required to establish clear guidelines and
standards for their use, ensuring consistency in size, color,
placement, and design application across all touchpoints.

Moreover, it will be crucial to engage with local
communities to ensure that these symbols resonate deeply
with residents and become a natural part of their everyday
environment. This requires ongoing education and
communication to foster public awareness and support for the
new visual identity. Only by addressing these challenges can
the proposed designs be effectively integrated into
Zhengzhou’s urban landscape, thereby creating a cohesive
and recognizable visual identity that truly reflects the city's
cultural heritage while adapting to its modern aspirations.

6. Conclusion

This study successfully developed a series of visual identity
symbols for Zhengzhou that reflect its traditional cultural
heritage while addressing the aesthetic and functional needs
of modern urban branding. The designs proposed in this
research offer a valuable reference for future urban branding
efforts, ensuring that Zhengzhou's visual identity aligns with
its rich history and its aspirations for the future.

6.1. Recommendations for Future Research

Future studies should focus on the long-term impact of
these visual identity symbols on public perception and the
effectiveness of these designs in promoting Zhengzhou on the
international stage. Additionally, further exploration into how
these symbols can be applied across different media platforms
and urban environments will be essential for a consistent and
cohesive city image.
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