)

Check for
updates

Dark Fantasy Aesthetics Reframe Alengka Kingdom
Animation Narratives

Akhmad Syaiful Anwar', Samuel Gandang Gunanto'”, Ginanjar Setyo Nugroho',
Nurhadi Nurhadi!

Department of Animation, Institut Seni Indonesia Yogyakarta, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

*Corresponding Author Email: gandang@isi.ac.id

Abstract. General Background: Contemporary animation increasingly
reinterprets traditional mythology through genre integration to sustain cultural
transmission and audience engagement. Specific Background: The Alengka
Kingdom, central to Javanese and Southeast Asian mythology, presents complex
narratives suitable for reinterpretation using dark fantasy aesthetics within
modern animation practices. Knowledge Gap: Despite extensive studies on genre
hybridity and mythological adaptation, the convergence of dark fantasy,
contemporary animation, and Southeast Asian mythology remains
underexplored, particularly regarding systematic integration strategies and visual
frameworks. Aims: This study aims to analyze genre integration strategies, define
aesthetic principles of dark fantasy adaptation, and evaluate implications for
cultural preservation and global audience engagement. Results: Findings
demonstrate that integrating dark fantasy conventions—such as moral ambiguity,
psychological complexity, desaturated color palettes, and chiaroscuro lighting—
reframes traditional narratives by transforming characters like Ravana into tragic
figures and emphasizing internal conflict and power dynamics. The Tripartite
Adaptational-Aesthetic Framework (TAAF) ensures conceptual fidelity,
structural coherence, and visual consistency, while mediating cultural specificity
with global accessibility. Novelty: The study introduces a structured analytical
framework for synthesizing Javanese mythology with dark fantasy animation,
addressing a critical gap in Southeast Asian media studies. Implications: This
approach revitalizes mythological storytelling, supports cultural conservation,
and expands international engagement by aligning local narratives with globally
recognizable genre motifs, fostering dialogue between heritage and
contemporary visual expression.
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1 Introduction

Applying existing mythological stories and modern animation methods provides
fertile ground for examining new storytelling devices. Modern animation, with its
cutting-edge visual techniques and widening subject matter, often engages with
traditional cultural narratives and reinterprets them for contemporary audiences [1].
Within this methodological frame, the integration of genre amalgamation techniques,
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especially dark fantasy elements, provides a very compelling means for the re-vision of
antiquity stories.

This paper examines how the Alengka Kingdom, a core narrative element in
Javanese, and more generally, Southeast Asian mythological traditions, might be
visually reconfigured in terms of dark fantasy aesthetics in contemporary animation.
The proliferation of animated works based on mythological and folk culture material,
including research on Southeast Asian visual culture in productions such as Raya and
the Last Dragon [2] and attempts to reconstitute indigenous Indonesian myths with
animation for cultural conservation [3], underscores animation’s significance as a
medium of cultural transmission. The ability of modern visual media to express
sophisticated meanings or convey broad audience engagement and attention makes it
crucial to transfer ancient tales down for future generations [3,4].

Adapting complex mythological elements, in particular complex mythological
themes about Alengka Kingdom, demands painstaking rework to negotiate faithful re-
vision and originalisation to remain faithful to myth’s timeless elements and novel and
innovative interpretations in specific forms of new modern interpretation. Mythological
tales commonly include elements of fantasy and epic such as magic, fantastical and
sometimes the macabre, aligning well with dark fantasy conventions [5]. Dark fantasy
(a form of hybrid fantasy between ordinary fantasy and dark horror, not simply
supernatural and magical but also dark fantasy) is not so much about the supernatural
as a dark theme of moral ambiguity and the horrific implications of human agency, well
suited to adult and thoughtful tales such as that found in Dark fantasy or, as in this book,
the realms of traditional fantasy versus other genres of dark horror or as such, are not
necessarily the purest forms of horror and yet also its themes such as moral ambiguity
and the horrific repercussions of the effects of our own agency as found in it [6].
Modern animation series such as Castlevania: Nocturne and Dorohedoro embody this
practice using a more somber visual language, violence and surreal setting to create
psychological horror and intricacies of relationships [7]. Dark fantasy is characterized
by its specific aesthetic and thematic features, which are commonly shared as signs of
extreme psychological upheaval and a frequently melancholic aesthetic that can provide
an essential freshness to traditional stories. The approach is well-assisted by today’s
flexible animation, which makes use of hybrid animation methods combining 2D and
3D assets to create immersive, visually balanced and powerfully affecting stories [8].
In addition, the deconstructive aesthetics are employed to visually render internal
psychological conflict as a critical factor in the construction of dark fantasy storylines
[9].

This study indicates that bringing the dark fantasy-fantasy combination of these two
narratives together on the Alengka Kingdom, a place known for its epic conflict and
the complex villainy of Ravana, fundamentally re-frames an emotionally layered
narrative, allowing us the space to go to the deepest depths of themes such as destructive
power and tragedy. To support this claim, this paper adopts three aims: one is to
describe the specific genre integration strategies that have been drawn upon; two is to
express the principles aesthetics of the dark fantasy interpretation of the Alengka
kingdom; and three, to evaluate the effect of this adaptation on cultural preservation,
storytelling, and international audience interest.
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2 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

2.1 Genre Theory, Convention, and the Principle of Integration

Grounded in this investigation is Genre Theory, a systematic categorization of the types
of cinematic and media texts developed from the frameworks of shared conventions,
iconography, narratives, and audience expectations. This structure organizes the
industry (production and marketing) and the audience (reception) and offers a clear path
through the classification [10]. According to Cawelti the ritualistic formula of a chosen
genre is embedded in its narrative consistency, allowing audiences the opportunity to
negotiate cultural paradoxes via patterns of symbolism [11]. Nevertheless,
contemporary media is increasingly engaging in genre fusion or hybridity, that is to
say: the classical models of different genres are deliberately mixed together to create
different thematically and aesthetically interesting experiences [12]. Here, we focus on
the fusion of Fantasy and Horror components in Dark Fantasy. The aim of this careful
synthesis is to maximise global impact by weaving familiar, commercially viable tropes
into culturally distinctive narratives.

2.2  Dark Fantasy Aesthetics and Thematic Deconstruction

Dark Fantasy has the distinct character of moral ambiguity, psychological intricacy, as
well as a melancholic or disquieting aesthetic quality that distinguishes it from
conventional epic fantasy [13]. Unlike classical fantasy that operates along a binary line
between good and evil, dark fantasy is not that clear cut, it moves along a moral tangle,
and it tends to paint character protagonists as broken human beings and places as either
corrupt or repressive. In visual expression, this takes the form of low-key lighting
(chiaroscuro), desaturated or muted colour schemes, and grotesque or atypical
depictions of character [6][8]. According to the thematic bedrock of this style — an
insight about evil as an innate human act rather than something that emanates from
outside [7]—it is a potent methodology to deconstruct mythological archetypes. When
one employs these aesthetics towards characters like Ravana and the Alengka
Kingdom, the story shifts from mere allegorical conflict to intricate psychological
tragedy, wherein the environment mirrors the internal corruption of its ruler. That focus
is a reflection of the evolving understanding of animation methods, which can visibly
express internal conflict as well, often in mixed 2D and 3D rendering [14][8].

2.3 Adaptation Theory and the Reinterpretation of Non-Western Mythology

An adaptation is conceptualised in Hutcheon’s model, which explains how adaptation
is not simply duplication over and over, but rather a deliberate, transformative repetition
of a known work as a new medium and context [15]. This research is based on the
assumption that the cultural adaptation (mainly by non-Westerners) of mythology is an
important cultural conservation and transmission process with the use of digital media
[31].

Recent academic discussions emphasize the relevance of new forms of visual media,
such as video games and animation, to active revival of ancient texts. A clear example
of this is demonstrated, for instance, by the analysis of Black Myth: Wukong (2025)
that successfully adapts classic Chinese mythology (Journey to the West) by presenting
it in terms of a dark fantasy/action RPG as a means of showcasing that this re-
envisioning of fundamental elements can be influential on a worldwide scale and
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remain culturally authentic [16]. This form of adaptation — the mixing of an epic Asian
myth with some more dark modern-world aesthetic — provides a template for the current
research. In addition, the current conversation about SE Asia visual culture in the
commercial animation [2] emphasizes the need for local artists to drive re-visioning to
guarantee authentic cultural representation [17].

2.4 Defining the Research Gap: The Uncharted Convergence

Although all three components—genre integration, dark fantasy, and mythological
adaptation—have been widely studied in media, the three particular elements, namely
Dark Fantasy Aesthetics, Contemporary Animation, and Javanese/Southeast Asian
Mythology (The Alengka Kingdom) have been most under-investigated in media
studies. Present debates concentrate primarily on Western or East Asian mythologies
(e.g., Greek, Norse, Chinese). The recent triumph of adapting Chinese mythology
through the dark fantasy lens [16] serves as an appropriate comparative lens for
comparison but also reflects a gap in the literature regarding Southeast Asian myths.
Importantly, very few scholarly projects have systematically investigated the strategic
and aesthetic processes that are critical to synthesizing the cultural/spiritual depth of
Javanese narratives like Ramayana surrounding Alengka into the internationally viable,
visually challenging, and thematically advanced conventions of dark fantasy animation.
Thus this study aims to address a significant gap—to move beyond the general work of
visual culture and animation [2][3] and provide a prescriptive and analytical framework
for the deliberate genre integration of the Alengka Kingdom that adds to genre theory
and the area of Southeast Asian media adaptation.

3 Method

3.1 Research Approach and Design

This study uses an Instrumental Case Study as a basis of a Qualitative Research
Paradigm. Such an analytic orientation is necessary in analysing the interpretive,
contextually-bound and complex interplay between mythical elements as represented
by traditional folklore, Dark Fantasy genre and visual aesthetics [18]. Instrumental Case
Study: In this case, the visual adaptation strategy for the Alengka Kingdom is used as
an instrument to gain comprehensive insight into a broader theoretical issue: the
feasibility and mechanics of non-Western mythological genre integration in
contemporary animation [19]. Justification: Qualitative methodologies prioritize the
significance, contextual nuances, and interpretive frameworks, which are crucial for
examining cultural symbolism and artistic intention, thereby offering a profundity that
quantitative methodologies are incapable of encompassing [20].

3.2 Analytical Framework: The Tripartite Adaptational-Aesthetic Framework
(TAAF)

The analysis is structured using a Tripartite Adaptational-Aesthetic Framework
(TAAF). This framework constitutes a conceptual model that achieves a "coupling” of
essential research dimensions, similar to other validated multi-dimensional models in
complex media and behavioral analysis [21] [22]. The objective is to advance beyond
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superficial visual comparison and ensure a holistic, systematic evaluation of the
proposed adaptation, Table 1.

Table 1. The TAAF consists of three integrated dimensions.

Dimension Focus of Analysis Validation and Purpose
1. Conceptual Analyzing the preservation or Validated by Lau's concept
(Mythology) transformation of the Javanese myth's  of Conceptual Equivalence
Fidelity core ideological and philosophical in adaptation: ensuring the
essence (dharma, adharma, moral underlying theory/ meaning
ambiguity). of the source remains
relevant despite structural
changes.
II. Genre (Dark Analyzing the narrative and thematic Validated by Xi and Li's use
Fantasy) restructuring required for successful of a tripartite framework to
Structural genre integration, specifically the connect content (Myth) with
Integrity integration of Dark Fantasy practice (Genre) and
conventions (e.g., anti-heroes, outcomes (Aesthetic),
psychological tension, grim realism). ensuring all dimensions are
mutually supportive
III. Aesthetic and ~ Analyzing the technical and semiotic Forms the foundational data
Iconography visual elements required to realize the  for the analysis, to be
(Visual Design) Dark Fantasy aesthetic (e.g., color compared against analogous
palettes, lighting, character design). cases using a systematic

coding protocol.

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis Methods

This part outlines a two-part methodology for analyzing source material to inform a
Dark Fantasy adaptation of the Javanese Ramayana and Wayang traditions. The first
part, Primary Data (Thematic Content Analysis), focuses on establishing the core
conceptual foundation. This involves a Thematic Analysis of key narrative texts and
scholarly interpretations concerning the Alengka Kingdom, Ravana, and Sinta. The
method entails systematically coding the sources to identify elements—such as
recurring motifs, moral conflicts, power structures, and emotional tones—that naturally
align with the Dark Fantasy genre. This rigorous textual analysis serves to establish the
Conceptual Fidelity baseline (Dimension I) for the proposed adaptation. The second
part, Secondary Data (Visual Content Analysis), is dedicated to informing the visual
style and aesthetic. This utilizes Visual Content Analysis (VCA), as per a specified
protocol [24], on a curated collection of contemporary visual media. The source pool
consists of analogous works—Ilike select animated series, video game concept art, or
live-action series—that have successfully merged a non-Western cultural or
mythological narrative with a Dark Fantasy or somber aesthetic. The VCA method will
extract relevant visual strategies, informing how the identified thematic content from
the primary data can be translated into a compelling and appropriate visual design.
There is an important step to follow:

Coding Scheme Development. Based on established Dark Fantasy visual conventions
(e.g., limited color saturation, high contrast lighting, distorted or grotesque character
forms), a systematic codebook is created.
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Comparative Analysis. The VCA codebook is applied to the analogous cases
(Dimension III).

Synthesis. The findings from the VCA are used to create a validated visual strategy,
which is then cross-referenced with the narrative themes from the Thematic Analysis
(Dimension II) to produce the final, integrated adaptation proposal.

3.4 Implementation of Mythological Deconstruction and Theme Codification

At this minimum level, the animation team needs to consider the real thematic heart
and deliberate moral ambiguity of the Alengka Kingdom narrative. Its major action is
a concentrated thematic study that intentionally advances beyond the mythological
canon's dichotomous binary of good vs evil. Instead, this piece of content needs to be
about Ravana's multiple motives, but also his tragic weaknesses or the long-term social
and moral repercussions of his dominion over both kingdom and people (beyond simply
depicting him as a monster). This deconstruction is justifiable in order to provide instant
Conceptual Fidelity to the origin text as the foundation to the final implementation [23].
This process transforms the complex philosophical dimensions of the myth, including
the Javanese ideas of dharma (righteousness) and adharma (unrighteousness), into the
kind of contemporary, modern narrative conflicts that matter. Because these are
recognized as gradations of gray and not absolutes, the adaptation will maintain
intellectual and cultural seriousness even as its genre is transformed.

The salient consequence of this codification is the role of Ravana as a "tragic villain"
or anti-hero, a designation deemed essential for contemporary resonance [25]. By
grounding the villain's depiction in so much depth, complexity and psychology, the
adaptation not only supports the thematic demands of the Dark Fantasy genre but also
propels it to a level of fanboy-driven engagement and sophisticated argumentation that
modern serialized drama requires.

4 Result and Discussion

4.1 Result

The implementation of the Tripartite Adaptational-Aesthetic Framework (TAAF) and
following the analytical steps yielded two main outcomes: the particular Genre
Integration Strategies needed to achieve narrative coherence and the resulting Aesthetic
Principles for the content of the visual adaptation.

Strategies of Genre Integration in Visualizing the Alengka Kingdom. The
progressive process to reconcile the Javanese myth with Dark Fantasy in its forms
(TAAF Dimensions I & II) suggested that a transformational approach, which turns the
image from being a myth to a re-examination of the theme is needed.

Strategic Reconciliation and Conceptual Fidelity. Aspects of the way the Alengka
Kingdom is represented demand an active process of genre intersection that
synchronizes the grandeur of the original mythbook with the melancholy and sad
touches of Dark Fantasy. This transformation is in keeping with the Tripartite Coupling
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approach in some complex media studies [21] [22]. We then used this Thematic
Analysis to show us that the solution is:

Reframing Characters. Changing the narrative for someone like Ravana from a
straightforward villain to a softer if sympathetic tragic villain figure.

Internal Conflict Emphasis. Focus is moved away from external conflict towards the
conflict within and internal state, corruption and inherent dark side in the power
structure, thus providing the Conceptual Fidelity to the myth’s intricacies [23].

Modern Resonance and Synthesis. Thus, through its synthesis of mythological
shapes, conventional fantastical elements, fantasy tropes and narrative mechanisms,
together with modern narrative, traditional elements and contemporary narrative
strategies, a broad narrative structure is developed for modern-day themes, this is how
a multi-dimensional narrative is built to fulfill contemporary audiences [1]. The result
is that Dark Fantasy also allows for a strong deconstruction of the inherent optimism
and moral clarity which is often so apparently described above, and it takes over this
optimism that the source myth and the idealism, to become much more ambiguous
psychological conflict.

Intermediation of Cultural Specificity and Globalized Appeal. An analysis shows
an important aspect of it that this study is one which requires mediating the deep cultural
specificity of the Javanese narrative and global appeal through some sort of critical
mediating strategy [17]. To retain its authentic voice, the native Javanese features must
be retained, but with the Dark Fantasy components and modern storytelling styles
acting as a Multimodal Bridge [14] to mainstream international audiences. This
methodical mediation converts what could have been cultural "mis-translations" into
successful cultural conversations, and enables the theme of universal tragedy to
reoccupy the foreground.

The Aesthetics of Dark Fantasy in Visual Adaptation. The Visual Content Analysis
(VCA) and the Aesthetic-Narrative Synthesis produced a concrete set of visual
principles (TAAF Dimension III) for the Alengka Kingdom adaptation.

Atmosphere, Mood and Visual Language. The VCA of similar cases revealed that
the aesthetic making of a Dark Fantasy Alengka Kingdom is essential to its success,
where one wants to deliberately bring in visual features that can lead into particular
moods of oppression, rot and subliminal discomfort. The visual language needs to draw
on the visual motifs and compositional structures (e.g., architectural structures that look
imposing but are crumbling) which match the themes expressed within the narrative
(moral decay and tragic grandeur), a key feature of qualitative visual analysis [24].

Color, Light and Textural Motifs. The VCA gave useful information for the visual
vocabulary:

Color and Light. Color palettes need to be different from classic fantasy, preferring
muted hues and desaturated colors (deep blues, grays, browns, blacks), contrasted with
extreme colours such as blood-red or spooky green [26][27]. Importantly, lighting
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needs to have a high contrast (chiaroscuro) to offer dramatic shadows, obscure details
and mystery/danger.

Textural Details. Design is supposed to support the touch, feel and sensation of the
texture, so that surfaces are presented as grimy, worn, crumbling or icy (for example,
the subtly weathered stone of Ravana’s Palace).

Intermedial and Multimodal Implications. The final synthesis supported that the
strategic fusion of genres with the use of dark fantasy aesthetics has deep cultural and
intermedial implications. For successful adaptation, it is necessary a Multimodal
Analysis [14], where the emotive and thematic force of animation arises from the
synergy of the narrative motifs and aesthetic choices adapted. This strategy fosters a
dialectic between tradition and modernity, leading to an adaptation which is culturally
faithful as well as universally entertaining [1][17].

4.2 Discussion

This conversation section provides the significance of the analysis, situating the genre
integration strategy for the Alengka Kingdom within the wider discourse on cultural
representation in media, narrative complexity, and the implications of an ever-changing
animation medium.

The Power of Ambiguity: Reimagining Mythological Models. The key to a
successful Dark Fantasy version lies in taking moral ambiguity into the core
mythological characters, including an original recontextualization of Ravana as the
tragic villain who has the capacity to have a powerful yet destructive ambition. The
aimful injection of psychological complexity goes beyond easy hero-villain binary
contrasts and suits the modern audience who desires complex, ethical tales and adds the
emotional pull [25]. Moreover, the Dark Fantasy design, which utilizes techniques like
chiaroscuro lighting and desaturated colors, offers a contemporary visual language to
convey these ancient and controversial motifs and enables a literal external portrayal of
the corruption and depravity of the Alengka Kingdom on the display, showing how,
since ancient times, mythology can adapt and reflect contemporary societal problems
[28].

Cultural Mediation and the Decolonization of Fantasy. The important message of
this finding is that the adaptation should be able to reconcile a cultural context of
universality from the original with cultural specificity so as to take meaning from this
initiative. This is where the Javanese/Southeast Asian roots of Alengka lore are
carefully preserved and Dark Fantasy is used as an interpretational lens, rather than a
supplement to the source material, as discussed earlier as part of a shift towards cultural
empowerment [17]. This method guarantees global appeal, not via a Westernization of
its content, but by utilizing a globally accepted genre that illustrates the universally
recognizable themes found in its source material and actively supports this process of
decolonization of fantasy by opposing Eurocentric tropes and demonstrating that
cultural specificity is sometimes the very basis for narrative richness and global
differentiation.
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Intermedial Implications and the Role of Generative Al in Animation Production.
The last synthesis step, which applies multimodal analysis and design principles, has
consequences for the animation production directly in the future and that of animation.
Ensuring the emotionality of the myth is preserved through the careful, layer-by-layer
manipulation of sound, color, and pacing; that ultimately the Dark Fantasy feel needed
to be achieved — through a multivalenced approach and integration of elements visual,
thematic, and atmospheric that would only be achieved with Multimodal Analysis [14].
At the same time, a technical realization of this complex aesthetic is greatly aided by
the swift development of Generative Al in Animation, which is expected to eliminate
up to a 30% time during production by automating texturing and concept art tasks [29].
Importantly though, human beings still play an important role as the great architect of
moral ambiguity and cultural integrity, and it is the need for narrative coherence and
the ethical processing of cultural themes that provides the right creative framework for
these emergent technology tools [1].

5 Conclusion

In terms of conceptual feasibility and aesthetics, the Dark Fantasy adaptation of the
Alengka Kingdom is substantiated as a possible result of its ability to successfully blend
the epic aspect of Javanese myth with the psychological dimensions of the genre
(TAAF Dimension I). The essential discovery is that the moral ambiguity embedded in
its source text, especially in the tragic figure of Ravana, creates a compelling narrative
for modern sophisticated audiences [25]. Adaptation demands a clear aesthetic
necessity (TAAF Dimension III) to match with high-contrast lighting (chiaroscuro) and
desaturated color palettes [26][27] to evoke intra-conflict and corruption through an
eerie atmosphere of decayed grandeur. Such a genre model has crucial cultural and
intermedial ramifications that play a part in the process of promoting the decolonization
of fantasy through the pursuit of cultural specificity that generates global appeal [17].
Informing these decisions through Multimodal Analysis and predicting Generative Al
integration creates a sound, future-proof foundation for production [14][1]. Despite the
proof-of-concept validation relevant to the Alengka Kingdom, the TAAF has some
limiting implications for generalization. The next logical step would be the Production
Workflow Study to design a pilot animated sequence, specifying anticipated time &
cost parameters, notably with the efficiency gains achieved by Generative Al tools (i.e.,
texture mapping, lighting passes). Simultaneously, Theoretical Expansion and Usage
of the TAAF need to be performed, by considering using the framework across an
entirely different non-Western mythology (e.g., Mesoamerican or African tradition) to
prove its suitability as a generalized theoretical model.
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