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process involves delving into Chinese history 
and culture, exploring local ideological and 
spiritual resources, highlighting regional 
characteristics and advantages in the global 
space, and constructing the identity of a 
national cultural subject. As Yan Haitian has 
pointed out, paying attention horizontally to 
the world of others has been the main trend 
in modern Chinese culture and thought, and 
the ability to change to a vertical focus on the 
world of the self has unquestionably been a 
qualitative change in the process of the great 
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation over the 
past hundred years (Yan 2020, 24-37). It 
is worth noting that traditional, national, 
and local features are the fulcrum of our 
reflection on modernity, the West, and the 
world, rather than tools with which to fight 
against them. To understand “tradition,” it 
is imperative to reinterpret the notion in the 
overall contemporary context by utilizing 
modern thought and discourse systems and 
modern methods of expression. Qinqiang 
Opera, Chinese drama, and the traditions 
behind them are the objects of Chen Yan’s 
陈彦 “reinterpretation” of modern ideas 
and consciousness, and modern discourse 
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As we step into the 21st century, Chinese 
literature has manifested an undeniable 
“inward” trend domestically and 
internationally. Its folk, national, and 
local features have become the focus 
of literary attention. The creative 
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system. They are also important elements 
of the unique narrative aesthetic adopted 
in his novels. In other words, through the 
thought, way of thinking, and formal power 
of Chinese opera and drama, Chen Yan has 
“reread” and “reconstructed” the narrative 
aesthetic of the novel, a modern literary form.

The voluminous The Comedy 喜
剧 and The Protagonist 主角, two of Chen 
Yan’s novels, can be compared to one 
body with two sides connected by blood. 
Both portray a grand range of life scenes, 
complicated interpersonal relationships, and 
entanglements in China’s cities and villages. 
Against the backdrop of reality and human 
nature, the works interconnect and integrate 
individual, artistic, and cultural life, as well 
as the times and broader history. Both offer 
a deep perspective and vivid interpretation 
of traditional culture, national spirit, and 
the psychological structure of culture. They 
draw on the artistic forms of Qinqiang Opera 
and Chinese drama and the roles of Dan 旦 
(female role) and Chou 丑 (the clown), and 
provide an extensive knowledge of opera, 
culture, and moral ethics, integrating high-
profile education, moral edification, inter-
knowledge process, and cultural inheritance, 
with distinct cognitive, educational, and 
artistic functions.

I 	 The “Appropriation” and 
Adaptation of Chinese Opera / 
Drama: “Traditional” Factors 
in Chen Yan’s Novels

As both the novel and opera belong to the 
genre of narrative literature, they are of the 
“same origin but in different categories.” On 

the one hand, opera exerts a real influence 
on the novel, and the two are integrated. 
The plot of opera, the facial makeup of the 
characters, the stylization of performance, 
the typification of characters in novels, and 
the patterned description of story plots have 
great or small or implicit or explicit effects. 
The clown imagery and the comic art of 
opera reinforce the comedy and irony of the 
novel. The flow and structure of opera are 
also related to the chronological narration of 
the novel, especially of the traditional realistic 
novel. On the other hand, opera and the novel 
are obviously independent literary forms with 
inherent fundamental differences. As an art 
form intended to be performed on the stage, 
opera displays primarily the beauty of voice, 
music, figure, presentation, stage design, and 
costume, and the plot is not the focus. As a 
form intended to be read, the novel attaches 
great importance to character development, 
plot design, and storytelling. Its charm lies in 
its full and vivid characters and touching plots 
with their ups and downs. The complicated 
relationship between opera and the novel 
hints at the possibility of their fusion, and 
also reflects the difficulty and limitations of 
such integration. Especially since the May 
Fourth Movement, Chinese novels have been 
impacted by modern thought and culture, 
and influenced by Western literature. 
Following its fundamental transformation, 
it is more different compared to Chinese 
opera in their value orientations. The former 
is often regarded as elegant, “glorified” and 
modern while the latter is considered vulgar, 
“trivial,” and traditional. Such differences are 
added to the difficulty of their connection and 
integration. In this sense, the fact that Chen 
Yan has introduced the feature of Chinese 
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opera into the novel is meaningful for the 
innovation and creation of novelistic style.

Chinese opera takes many forms, 
functions, and meanings in Chen Yan’s 
novels. First of all, the opera itself is portrayed 
in detail. In his novels, there are abundant 
descriptions of technique, art, means, 
methods, and skills of opera. In addition, 
he depicts lyrics, songs, clothing, and types 
of roles, as well as practice, rehearsal, and 
performance scenes. Secondly, opera serves 
as the narrative thread of the novel. Through 
the integration and connection of operatic 
clues, it shows the rehearsal, performance, 
life, experiences and fate of an artistic group 
and community. On this basis, it broadly 
connects urban and rural life, and reflects 
the society of the times. Again, opera as 
method and device. Specifically, it can be 
divided into two situations: For one thing, 
with this narrative device, the life, emotions, 
and ethical relations of Chinese people are 
specially expressed. For another, it includes 
contents of traditional Chinese culture, 
such as skills, philosophy, wisdom, and 
moral concepts as well as aesthetic qualities. 
Chen Yan consciously dives deep into and 
showcases the historical and cultural roots 
and veins behind the life in his novels.

The transformation of Chinese 
opera from its natural properties into 
resources, clues, methods, and devices is 
driven by the writer’s modern consciousness 
and experience and the modern system 
of intellectual discourse. The writer 
incorporates opera into the novel, treating 
it as a narrative device and a resource for 
reconstructing narrative aesthetics. It not 
only indicates a dialogue and transformation  
between the forms of “classical drama” and  

the “modern novel,” but also reflects the 
writer’s observation and exploration of 
traditional opera in a modern sense. 

Chinese operatic features are 
heavily narrated in Chen Yan’s novels, 
starting from The Protagonist and reaching 
its peak in this literary piece. It embodies 
the approach, possibility, and limits of the 
integration of the novel and opera. This 
can be explained in the following aspects: 
First, Chinese opera has become the main 
theme, plot, and character elements in the 
novel, for example in the Qinqiang Opera 
classics: Touring West Lake 游西湖 and Yang 
Paifeng 杨排风, as well as the operas Fairy 
Fox Tribulation 狐仙劫 and Pear Blossom 
Rain 梨花雨, among others created by the 
novel character Qin Bawa. Second, operatic 
activities are widely presented in the novel, 
and the original lyrics of a libretto are even 
utilized in the text. The incorporation of 
operatic factors such as practice, rehearsal, 
and performance of Qinqiang Opera 
performers, as represented by Yi Qin’e, 
are Chen Yan’s artistic creations “derived 
from life” and his conscious integration 
of “operatic life” into the art of the novel. 
Regarding the influence of opera on the 
novel from the perspective of theme, its 
literary function is relatively simple: To 
expand and enrich the social culture, art, and 
intellectual content of the novel through the 
description of operatic characters, theatrical 
performances, and other specific people 
and incidents. However, a more prominent 
significance of Chen Yan’s opera-novel 
fusion lies in the artistic creation which 
has been fully expressed both explicitly and 
implicitly in the text.

From the perspective of explicit text 
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construction, Chen Yan describes the rehearsal 
activities of the Chinese opera involving lyrics, 
songs, props, stunts and so on. These details, 
usually neglected in novels, are depicted and 
described by Chen Yan as an important means 
of shaping characters, constructing plots, and 
conveying themes. As an excellent dramatist 
who has been long-renowned, he is a late 
bloomer as a novelist with strong individuality. 
He combines the advantages of two literary 
forms, rendering them flexibly interactive. 
For Chen Yan, Chinese opera can be regarded 
as a creative resource, and it helps readers to 
perceive the words and actions of the characters 
both in the opera and novel and to experience 
the subtle relationship between the operatic 
story and the plot and scenes of the novel, as 
well as its dramatic atmosphere: the contrast 
between the characters; the relevance of the 
plots; the rendering of atmosphere and tone; 
the manifestation of theme and substance. 
The artistic charm evinced through their 
interaction creates an echo and a mingling 
between them, both within and outside of the 
Chinese opera.

From the point of view of content, 
Chinese operas often use familiar stories as 
themes. Fu Jin states that, when enjoying 
these works, the readers know the events 
well, so they have the ability to go deeper 
than the superficial aspect of content to 
directly feel the emotional core of the work, 
as they are no longer simply attracted by the 
stories. That is to say, when the audience is 
presented with a story that they are already 
familiar with, they are bound to focus most 
of their attention on the emotional content 
of the drama, as well as the singing and 
performance skills of the performers (Fu 
2000, 124). The Protagonist portrays the 

painful twists and turns on the road to fame 
in the career of Yi Qin’e but her experiences 
embody the spirit of the old saying that 
“Heaven, in its motion, (gives the idea of) 
strength. The superior man, in accordance 
with this, nerves himself to ceaseless activity” 
(tian xingjian, junzi yi ziqiang buxi 天行健, 
君子以自强不息). The Comedy tells the story 
of comedy star He Shaotian, who is not only 
diligent in practicing his skills, but who is 
also constantly prodding and reminding 
his son to improve his unique skills and to 
scrupulously abide by his role as a Chou and 
the baseline of comedy performances. The 
novel tells stories familiar to the audience in 
general, such as the story of He Shaotian and 
his sons, and their practice of performance; 
the love triangle of He Jiabei, Pan Yinlian, 
and Wan Dalian, and the story of He Jiabei 
and He Huoju, the brothers who go from 
cooperation and harmony to gradually 
emerging conflict and ultimate falling out. 
It has outstanding “intertextuality” between 
the fictional text, the readers, and the “social 
context,” which enables readers to enter 
the narrative scenes as soon as possible. In 
addition, with regard to the names of the 
characters, Chen Yan also intentionally 
designed ingenious relationships between 
the names of characters and a “pre-textual” 
background, so as to draw a vision of 
expectation through their connections. The 
reverse “intertextual” relationship between 
Pan Yinlian and Pan Jinlian in Outlaws 
of the Marsh 水浒传, Wang Lianju in the 
revolutionary modern Peking Opera The 
Legend of the Red Lantern 红灯记 and Diao 
Shunzi in The Backstage Clan 装台, Yi Qin’e 
in The Protagonist, Luo Tianfu in Story of 
the West Capital 西京故事, Zhang Lü’er (a 
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stray corgi adopted by Pan Yinlian) in The 
Injustice to Dou E 窦娥冤, Pan Wufu and Wu 
Dalang in Outlaws of the Marsh. Wu Dafu 
of the Red Pomegranate Resort in the novel 
is even nicknamed “Wu Dalang.” Through 
these stories and characters, readers are 
able to quickly step into the world of the 
life, ethics, and emotions in the novel. Of 
course, there is also some risk in an artistic 
sense. If the audiences’ aesthetic inertia, 
psychological expectation, and heartfelt 
love for old operas constitute obstacles 
to appreciating and accepting “modern 
revolutionary dramas” (“model operas”) 
on the path of transformation for modern 
Chinese opera, then for The Comedy, as a 
modern novel drawing on the form, content, 
and characters of traditional opera, it is also 
possible that the writer’s aesthetic inertia or 
preference may restrict thought and artistic 
space with the potential to be broadened and 
extended.

In the implicit aspect of the art of the 
novel, the operatic influence is manifested 
mainly in the narrative and technique. 
Firstly, there is the relationship between 
“singing,” narration, and description. In 
The Protagonist, the characters convey their 
inner feelings in the form of libretto, spoken 
parts, poems, and songs through the arias, 
duets, monologues, and dialogues of the 
operatic characters. The Comedy barely uses 
the device of “singing instead of talking.” 
Throughout the plot, the novel narrates 
the story by focusing on the characters 
and their fates attentively, and stages 
large or small contradictions and conflicts 
while maintaining suspense with their life 
experiences along with twists and turns 
to create a “cliff-hanger” for readers. The 

language of the novel engenders a touch of 
the humor and vividness of the folk talking-
singing arts. This is because The Comedy 
employs comedic art in a more secular 
environment as its theme and regards the 
clown as the protagonist who is good at his 
gags. The method of characterization in 
The Comedy is similar to the performing 
art of the Chou in traditional operas as 
both of them display the psychology of 
characters through their actions as well 
as their words. From this point of view, 
The Comedy describes the inner life of 
characters in such a way that it is more in 
line with the psychological descriptive style 
of modern novels, and also fits the prose-
like narrative mode of modern novels, 
rather than a large amount of rhyming 
narrative of drama in The Protagonist. The 
second is modeling. The Comedy adopts 
and processes its dramatic features in a 
more flexible way, which is more in line 
with the art of the modern novel itself. But 
it also contains a strong operatic quality, 
which is displayed through the characters, 
stylized and modelled plot design, ethical 
characterization, humorous language using 
slang, and dramatic plots. Showing human 
relations is heavily weighted in Chen Yan’s 
works. In The Comedy, he adopts some 
“themes” or “story modes” of oral literature 
(talking-singing art) such as that of opera 
and incorporates moral lessons into 
them. The novels describe relationships 
between fathers and sons, or uncles and 
nephews (as the son inherits the father’s 
business), brothers (who have the same 
parents but different personalities, going 
from harmonious relations to intensified 
contradictions and embarking on separate 
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paths in life), the relationship between 
husband and wife (an ugly husband with 
a good wife or a kind husband with a bad 
wife), the love relationship (love at first 
sight, unwavering love, or extramarital 
love, as well as star crossed lovers). What is 
intriguing is that when the novel presents 
the brother-sister relationship between Pan 
Yinlian and Pan Wufu, the relationship 
between her brother and her sister-in-law, 
Hao Maisui, and the relationship between 
her sister-in-law and her lovers, it takes into 
account the intertextual setting of the names 
of the aforementioned characters and the 
“pre-textual” background, providing an 
overall reflection and outline of Chen Yan’s 
own work. Furthermore, the characters, 
with their diverse occupations, identities, 
experiences, and personalities in Xi’an, are 
a vivid reflection of the numerous types 
of common people in Chinese folk society 
today, painting a colorful and complex 
picture of the real world. Its function is not 
only to present a portrayal and a comparison 
of individuals and their personalities, but 
also the overall landscape of life for all beings 
in the world: simple but rich, tolerant, and 
sublime. The typification and stylization of 
story plot, character image, inter-character 
relationships, and other devices are similar to 
or concurring with opera and other talking-
singing arts. Traditional Chinese opera relies 
on a certain style of storytelling to naturally 
carry on theater performance and skill 
inheritance. The skills of folk performers are 
often reflected in the seeking and discovering 
of differences from common ground and the 
avoidance of repetition in similar storylines. 
They follow established patterns and routines 
but apply them to different characters and 

scenes after slight modification, giving the 
audience a familiar feeling while appealing 
to various interests. The Protagonist and 
The Comedy draw from the operatic model 
and place it in the context of contemporary 
social life, exploring the status quo of 
“tradition” and the possibility of its modern 
transformation through the interaction and 
comparison between life and art, modernity 
and tradition. New characters and stories, 
descriptions of specific details, plots, scenes, 
gags and jokes constantly change within a 
contemporary context. As a result, Chen 
Yan’s works are innovative and attractive 
due to their novelty, even as the themes and 
plot models come from commonplace.

On this note, He Shaotian and his 
sons changed the traditional Qinqiang 
Opera into “sketch comedy modified 
from opera” based on the transformation 
of realistic situations, which was a great 
innovation of the operatic form. Chen Yan 
starts with comedy and the role of the Chou, 
and contemplates the operatic characters and 
art, which demonstrates his “discovery of 
tradition” with a clear consciousness of the 
modern novel and his thoughts on the fate of 
“tradition” in the modern era as well as the 
possibility of its transformation. It is a more 
fundamental and revolutionary attempt that 
to avoid repetition in similar plots, from the 
perspective of opera rather than fiction.

II 	 Lyrical or Dramatic: 
Similarities and Differences 
between The Protagonist 
and The Comedy

Story of the West Capital and The Backstage 
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Clan are simple and common realistic 
fictions emphasizing the narrative in 
a general sense. The Protagonist is a 
demonstration of the integration of 
traditional arts such as opera, with its 
inherent traditional cultural aesthetics and 
poetry, into a modern fiction narrative. It is 
an initial attempt on the part of Chen Yan 
to carry forward the literary spirit of realism 
and rebuild the literary form of the novel. 
The obvious dramatic setting of this piece 
of literature is proof of its unique existence 
as a novel. The Comedy is a continuation of 
The Protagonist, as well as its development 
and innovative practice.

The Protagonist fully adheres to the 
aesthetic spirit and creative principle of 
traditional Chinese opera. As a narrative 
fiction, it underscores the authentic 
exhibition of the characters’ experiences, 
life scenes, and activities. Also, it draws 
on traditional Chinese opera’s method of 
revealing the inner world of the characters 
through detail and behavior. This is 
highlighted by the introduction of Yi 
Qin’e’s performance. Essentially, the writer 
portrays the character’s psychological 
activities and inner world in an indirect but 
vivid way in the reality of life pursued by 
the novel through hypothetical, virtual, and 
impressionistic performance techniques 
of opera, as well as the singing, lyrics, 
language, movements, and stage art of 
operatic characters.

The Comedy also contains many 
operatic elements, but the difference is that 
the Qinqiang Opera in The Protagonist 
embodies more complex and broader 
cultural and political connotations (Wang 
2019, 162-80). The Comedy, on the other 

hand, relies more on the structure of narrative 
scenes, plot, and the fate of the characters 
in the novel. It relates the emotional and 
ethical drama of bitterness and sadness in 
a comic form, thus creating a reflection 
and a contrast. At the same time, due to the 
difference between the role of the Chou in 
The Comedy and the role of the Dan in The 
Protagonist, the latter is more prominent in 
its lyrical and impressionistic style, while the 
former is strong in its narrative and realism, 
forming an opposite but supplemental 
landscape. While shaping the image of Yi 
Qin’e, a cultural inheritor who pursues both 
professional excellence and moral integrity, 
The Protagonist highlights its “cultural hero” 
quality, which has been tested by life and 
refined by art. By creating a richly poetic and 
lyrical atmosphere, it constructs a cultural 
realm of nation and world that transcends 
life and individuals, greatly extending its 
meaning. In contrast, The Comedy employs 
more intense dramatic irony, with more 
humorous and teasing elements to amuse the 
readers. Compared with The Protagonist, it 
has concentrated and highlighted dramatic 
elements in the aesthetics of the novel, such 
as tragic-comic interchanges and contrast. 
For example, although Wan Dalian and Pan 
Yinlian are similar in appearance, they are 
quite different psychologically. The brothers 
He Jiabei and He Huoju are both excellent 
clown performers, but they are incompatible 
in terms of personality and psychology.

The Comedy is a complex literary 
text with an abundance of contradictory 
elements. On the one hand, the novel 
contains ideological elements such as 
sadness and joy, beauty and ugliness, and 
moral education, as well as intellectual 
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and conceptual exposition of the artistic 
performance of clowns and scriptwriting 
and, to some extent, the allocation of 
operatic roles. The dominant plot of the 
novel revolves around a conflict of certain 
ideas or consciousness. On the other 
hand, the writer tries to break the shackles 
of certain dramatic formats regarding 
characterization and plot setting and is 
committed to portraying the integrity 
and vividness of the characters and the 
coherence and clarity of the plot. He strives 
to narrate the context of the story and 
delineate the intricate relationships between 
characters as well as their psychological and 
emotional conflicts with vivid and lively 
language. Therefore, a complex relationship 
of liberation and constraint, openness and 
closure, is formed between the idealization 
and stylization of opera and the visualization 
and vividness of the novel.

Compared with The Comedy, The 
Protagonist is featured with outstanding 
poetic lyrical temperament and its operatic 
component is fuller and stronger. There is a 
touching lyrical aesthetic representation of 
“emotions” in Chinese opera. Unlike Bertolt 
Brecht’s emphasis on the “alienating” effect 
of drama, the “goal” of Chinese performing 
arts is to lead people to a “deep feeling of 
emotion” by “moving people,” making it 
possible for the audience to enter the realm 
of emotion of “moving heaven and earth.” 
It sounds a little general, but it is safe to 
say that “moving people like heaven and 
earth” highlights the aesthetic ideal of this 
system (Yan 2006, 275). The plot design 
of The Comedy is the same as that of The 
Protagonist but it lacks the processing and 
exploration of inner scenes and images. The 

reason for this problem or phenomenon can 
be attributed to the features of the content, 
performance form, and aesthetic character 
of traditional Chinese opera and drama as 
the object of fictional expression. As Shi 
Xusheng (2002, 87) states, Chinese opera 
is not good at showing dramatic conflict 
and pursuing realistic dramatic effects 
but mainly emits a rich emotional charm 
through the building of images. On the one 
hand, the operatic stage presents a gorgeous 
world of imagery to the audience; on the 
other hand, it reveals its own aesthetic 
characteristics mediated by the expression 
and feeling of images. It constructs a unique 
way of expression and the relationship 
between viewer and performance. And 
Chinese drama, which in The Comedy 
refers to “sketch comedy modified from 
Chinese opera,” is obviously different from 
the characteristics of traditional opera 
aesthetics.

Although The Protagonist involves 
a large cast of characters and complex 
relationships and time and space are greatly 
extended and shifted, the Chinese opera 
of the plot and characters is narrated in a 
calm manner and described in detail in 
vast urban and rural spaces at home and 
abroad, as is the protagonist’s growth over 
nearly half a century. Life experience, as the 
main narrative content in Story of the West 
Capital and The Backstage Clan, is also on full 
display in The Protagonist. Compared with 
The Protagonist, the dramatic component 
of The Comedy is significantly enhanced. In 
a sense, The Comedy has transformed the 
“opera” in The Protagonist into “drama,” 
and transformed lyrics, the human form, 
costumes, and movement into movement 
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and language arts such as monologue and 
dialogue. The plot, characters, and scenes of 
the novel are more modern and dramatic. 
Regarding drama, as Raymond Williams 
(1985, 109) says: “Dramatic, in the sense 
of an action or situation having qualities of 
spectacle and surprise comparable to those 
of written or acted drama, dates mainly 
from C18.” The fate of the characters in 
The Comedy evolves with the comic art and 
the fate of the clown characters. The life 
experiences of the primary characters such 
as He Shaotian, He Jiabei, He Huoju, Pan 
Yinlian, and Wan Dalian are full of various 
twists and turns, conflicts and surprises. 
The plots and scenes of the novel also 
have a strong dramatic component, with 
plot tension, compact structure, intense 
changes, and sharp conflicts. The Comedy 
also focuses on the expression of emotion 
and psychology, but it is quite different 
from the manner in which The Protagonist 
combines the operatic libretto or ancient 
poetry to exaggerate and enhance the 
lyrical atmosphere. The lyricism of The 
Comedy is mainly developed around the 
psychological activities of the characters 
and emotions are expressed through their 
fierce inner contradictions and the intense 
language, behavior, and psychological 
conflicts between the characters. We can 
say that The Protagonist is a fusion of lyrical 
and impressionistic style, with narrative, 
dramatic and lyrical features and opera is 
the main means of expression. Such style 
of traditional Chinese opera determines the 
lyrical quality and method of the novel, and 
arranges the narrative rhythm. Therefore, 
The Comedy is a combination of drama, 
lyricism, and realistic narration in which 

drama dominates narration and lyricism, 
and the dramatic settings of character 
plots and conflicts determine the narrative 
structure and emotional performance of the 
novel.

Although the lyricism of The 
Protagonist contains psychological activity 
and conflict and reflects the inner emotions 
of the characters, compared with the 
narrative portion of the novel, these lyrical 
factors, derived from the rhyming verses, 
have relatively independent aesthetic 
characteristics and play a certain part in 
adjusting the narrative rhythm and easing 
the tension so that the plot does not advance 
too quickly. Emotional and psychological 
events are revealed more naturally. Some 
might think that the insertion of these 
lyrical fragments seems stiff and direct, but 
there is a kind of “organicity” between the 
truth and the falsity, the narrative and the 
lyric, and the realistic and the imaginative.

The scandalous portrayal and 
the comic overtones of The Comedy are 
different from the sublime portrayal and 
slightly melancholy overtones of The 
Protagonist, which also affects the aesthetic 
quality of the novel.

Firstly, clowns and comedies 
themselves are a kind of deconstruction of 
operatic lyricism. Although they can have 
an impact on regulating the atmosphere 
and mobilizing emotions, they also have a 
restraining effect on the expression of the 
emotional world of the characters themselves.

Secondly, the novel’s emotional 
expression employs a unique approach which 
is different from that in The Protagonist. 
First, lyricism is embedded into the narrative 
process of the novel, which has no relatively 
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independent aesthetic. The Comedy does not 
engender such relatively independent lyrical 
fragments as the drama, lyrics, and poetry 
related to Yi Qin’e in The Protagonist. Second, 
the novel integrates lyricism into psychological 
description, as the emotional expression is 
guided to a “psychological narration.” The 
lyricism in The Protagonist naturally also 
contains the psychological contradictions 
and conflicts of the characters, which is a 
projection of the characters’ thoughts and 
moods. However, the psychological mood is 
often expressed in twists and turns through 
lyricism which is “suggestive.” The lyricism in 
The Comedy is more the result of the fierce 
struggle of the inner contradictions of the 
characters, a natural effect caused by their 
psychological description, and a language 
effect created by narrative and description. 
In other words, the emotional expression of 
The Comedy is attached to the “life reality” 
and “psychological reality” created by the 
novel. Therefore, although we can enter the 
heart of the characters through the emotional 
path and observe the life scenes under the 
impact of the reality of the era, it is difficult 
to produce a correspondingly deep emotional 
response: empathy.

From the perspective of the 
literary style of fiction, The Protagonist 
can be described as comprehensive art 
interspersing time and space, while The 
Comedy basically reflects the characteristics 
of temporal art. Compared with drama, the 
novel is a temporal art. However, due to 
the retention of more traditional art forms 
(operatic lyrics, one-act play design, poetry, 
etc.), The Protagonist has a relatively spatial 
character, while The Comedy better reflects 
the characteristics of fiction with temporal 

art. The comprehensive spatial-temporal 
nature of The Protagonist gives readers a 
glimpse into the protagonist’s growth and 
experience as it advances through time, 
but also the space created by emotion, 
psychology, and lyrics and poetry, so that 
the novel maintains a swift and clear, relaxed 
and orderly narrative rhythm, alternating 
between high and low tide and soft transition. 
After The Comedy refuses to conform to 
the lyrical style as The Protagonist does, it 
is more action-oriented in the aspects of 
plot design, construction of contradiction, 
analysis of psychological conflict, character 
shaping, and relationship setting. Even 
the psychological exploration is rather 
passionate, providing readers with a sense 
of tension, urgency, excitement, and even 
depression. Although the ups and downs of 
the plot, the psychological twists, and the fate 
of the characters complement each other, 
they also lack an open space within which 
readers can reflect and think. The rhythmic 
processing of slowness and urgency, tension 
and relaxation is not as ideal as in The 
Protagonist. While the psychological impact 
is strengthened, its emotional appeal is 
weakened correspondingly.

Thirdly, the prominent action and 
visual characteristics of comedy also affect 
the expression of emotional experience to a 
certain extent. Lan Fan thinks that tragedy 
is good at lyricism, while comedy is good 
at action, which serves as the common 
characteristic of Chinese and Western 
comedies. He goes on to say, “The saying 
that ‘comedy is good at action’ means that 
compared with tragedy, comedy focuses 
more on the ‘internal externalization’ of 
the stage performance, transforming the 
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potential movement of the characters into 
a special visual image on the stage. In other 
words, if it can be said that tragic performers 
focus on the profound experience of 
thought and emotion, then comedic actors 
focus more on the training of external skills 
such as language and physicality. That is to 
say, comedy is more about stimulating the 
audience with external forms to resonate 
with the content. Therefore, comedy 
(mainly in the role of the clown) not only has 
more external physical action than tragedy, 
but also uses a wider range of movement. If, 
as it is said, ‘there can be no drama without 
ugliness,’ then in comedy it can be said ‘there 
can be no joy without ugliness’” (Lan 2008, 
576). Although The Protagonist and The 
Comedy are not tragedies and comedies in 
the sense of genre, they are permeated with 
the deep-rooted dramatic thinking, artistic 
process, and even moral consciousness and 
aesthetic taste of these two literary categories. 
It is obvious that Chen Yan has brought the 
deep thought and emotional experience of 
tragic theater aesthetics into The Protagonist 
and has also implanted the character and 
appearance of the comedic aesthetic which 
attaches importance to language and action 
into The Comedy through the image of the 
clown.

As for the “tragedy” of The 
Protagonist and the “comedy” of The 
Comedy, we can further analyze them 
through the “body” of the two novels. 
Henri Bergson (1912, 51‒52). believes 
that there is a pattern between the comic 
and the physical and the spiritual: “Any 
incident is comic that calls our attention 
to the physical in a person, when it is the 
moral side that is concerned.” In terms 

of tragedy, he mentions that “this is just 
why the tragic poet is so careful to avoid 
anything calculated to attract attention to 
the material side of his heroes. No sooner 
does anxiety about the body manifest itself 
than the intrusion of a comic element is 
to be feared. On this account, the hero in 
a tragedy does not eat or drink or warm 
himself. He does not even sit down any more 
than can be helped” (51‒52). The characters 
in opera are naturally trained physically to 
obtain techniques and unique skills, but 
the “body” in opera includes not only the 
physical body of the characters, but also 
embodies the techniques, the art form, and 
the aesthetic medium of culture. Yi Qin’e 
in The Protagonist is a good example. In 
the eyes of ordinary people, she is beautiful 
in appearance and body, and in the eyes 
of opera professionals and audiences 
with the ability to appreciate art, she is 
the embodiment of artistic and spiritual 
beauty. Her growth from “technique” to 
“art” and then to “Tao” indicates a process 
of evolving from relying on the body to 
transcending the body and integrating into 
the profound realm of Chinese culture. 
Whether as national cultural subjects or a 
more universal representation of human 
beings, “spiritual aspects” such as thought, 
spirit, and emotion transcend and reshape 
Yi Qin’e’s “human body.” According to Liu 
Yanhui (2016, 132), in opera, the lyricism 
of the characters can usually be rendered 
and expressed through body language such 
as waving long sleeves and swinging hair, 
and such lyricism can also be stimulated 
and driven by “purposeful and willful 
behavior.” Through her body language, 
psychological activity, and emotions, the 
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readers of The Protagonist in real life and 
the audiences who watch the performance 
of Yi Qin’e in the novel are able to empathize 
and identify with her within and outside of 
the text. In The Comedy, the amusing and 
comic effect exerted by the role of the clown 
is more directly related to the body. The 
absurdity of the “body” creates and intensifies 
the ridiculousness of the comedy show. 
Factors directly related to the body, such as 
the performer’s appearance, figure, body, 
movement and language, are the fundamental 
elements of the comedy. The older generation 
of comic artists such as He Shaotian and Nan 
Dashou can maintain the vital power of both 
body and spirit and yet strictly conform to the 
moral and aesthetic bottom line of comedy. 
On the contrary, Wang Lianju breaks through 
this bottom line by pandering to the audience 
with his “ridiculous body,” while He Jiabei 
gradually gives up “Tao” and “art” to focus 
on “technique.” They completely represent 
the degradation of comedy from the spiritual 
to the physical. As the material “ugliness” of 
comedy overtakes the spirit of “beauty,” its 
social and aesthetic value can no longer be 
conveyed through humor with moral lessons. 
What makes the audience laugh is solely the 
“ugliness” and “harmony” of “body,” which 
is strictly professional and technical, funny 
and ridiculous. The Comedy employs the 
fate of comedy to reflect on the dialectical 
relationship between tragedy, comedy, farce, 
and drama, and conveys serious thought on 
the nature of comedy and the “comedic spirit” 
amidst the noise of the crowd, so as to establish 
a balance of “solemn-humorous creation.” 

In short, The Protagonist and 
The Comedy provoke our concern and 
consideration about how to handle the 

relationship between fiction, opera and 
drama, so as to realize their integration 
in a profound, organic and appropriate 
way, as well as how to deal with the 
relationship between traditional drama 
and the modern novel. In this regard, the 
famous Chinese dramatist Cao Yu once 
offered some enlightening comments on 
the works of Anton Pavlovich Chekhov, 
the renowned Russian playwright and 
master of the modern short story. In Cao’s 
opinion, Chekhov’s plays appear to lack the 
kind of action we talk about, but in fact, 
it has action. Drama is inseparable from 
action as without the presence of action, 
there is no drama. The action in Chekhov’s 
drama is simply not arranged in climactic 
suspense and conflict as we are used to. 
He digs deeper than the common drama, 
writes the epiphany of real people in life, 
and eliminates distracting thoughts and 
redundant feelings (Cao 1986). Chekhov’s 
grasp on and shaping of characters are 
perfect, and he does not need to deliberately 
find actions for characters that advance the 
plot or cause conflicts. As the writer and the 
characters have become one, a character’s 
feelings and actions are naturally inspired 
by his or her own experience, psychology, 
personality, and emotions, with no  
enforcement.

III 	 The Dialectic of Joy and 
Sadness and the Stylistic 
Convention of the Novel and 
Drama: The Comedy and 
the Relationship between 
Comedy and the Novel

First of all, we need to explore the  
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relationship between The Comedy and  
traditional Chinese comedy. In traditional 
Chinese operas, chou is often the 
“secondary role” in addition to the 
“main role,” a “supporting character” under 
the “protagonist.” The Chou assumes an 
interspersing, blending, and assisting role in 
traditional opera, the so-called “gag” in the play. 
Compared with the leading roles of the Sheng 
生 (male character) and the Dan, the clown has 
greater flexibility and freedom of performance 
because of its unique status and its “secondary” 
and “auxiliary” role of “insertion.”

In the aesthetic connotation of 
drama, the clown and other characters 
form a contrasting and complemental 
relationship of humor and solemnity, evil 
and justice; in terms of the art form, the 
clown and other characters constitute a 
“meaningful opera form” by comparison of 
their shapes, costumes, and stage actions. 
On the opera stage, they complement each 
other and unite dialectically to express 
the life conditions, ethical concepts, and 
cultural spirit of Chinese people in visual 
and auditory ways. In this “meaningful 
form,” the clown is non-central and not a 
main role, but it is mobile and flexible with a 
strong feature of adaptability, involvement, 
and direct intervention in reality. In The 
Comedy, there are two generations and 
three roles of the Chou in the family 
of He Shaotian and his sons. Since the 
1980s, China has ushered in the “era of 
comedy” not only because of the changes in 
mentality and people’s ideas and aesthetic 
tastes, but also due to the role functions and 
characteristics of chou. From the perspective 
of the novel, the roles played by He and his 
sons are not positive and eulogistic clowns 

in traditional Chinese operas, but criticized 
ones. This type of clown generally plays 
the role of foil for the main characters 
due to their ugliness, stupidity, and 
treachery. Just as Lan Fan (2008, 568) once 
mentioned that negative comic characters 
in Chinese comedies generally appear as 
foil characters. That is to say, if the object 
of laughter in Chinese comedy appears in 
a negative ironic image, it is usually not the 
primary Character. This is a very interesting 
phenomenon. In this “era of comedy,” 
Wan Dalian, Liao Junqing and others who 
were once the leading roles of Sheng and 
Dan have become “supporting roles,” and 
the clown, a traditionally supporting role, 
has become the “protagonist.” The clown, 
whether positive or not, is often funny 
and ugly in appearance, performing gags 
with exaggerated movements and showing 
peculiar skills, creating an amusing effect. 
Even if the role of the clown is negative 
and criticized, the artistic beauty is also 
crucial, that is, the “beautification” of 
the appearance of the characters: the 
“ugliness of the beautiful form.” We can 
understand this more clearly by Lan Fan’s 
explanation: The Chinese opera proverb 
“thirty percent of ugliness” (chouwei sanfen 
丑味三分) means that the appearance and 
form of comic characters are always funny, 
such as the clown’s pink face and black 
mouth (which is called a “tofu” in opera), 
being blind or lame and so on. But “thirty 
percent” indicates it should not go too far. 
That is, the opera should not overuse the 
ugliness, excessively underscore the sense 
of deformity of the characters’ appearance, 
or make them appear in an ugly and hateful 
form. The right way is to see the beauty in 
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the ugliness and adhere to the principle of 
“thirty percent” in the character modeling of 
beautification (Lan 2008, 595). He Shaotian 
and other senior Chou artists are well 
aware of such traditional image aesthetics 
of the clown. They refuse to self-uglify or 
self-stigmatize. “No skills, no ugliness.” 
Difficult and highly skilled technique itself 
is a relatively independent form of artistic 
beauty and “an embodiment of laughter 
aesthetically.” Even for the negative Chou 
in Chinese comedy, in order to reveal its 
ugliness, it still requires beautiful art forms 
and superb artistic skills. It is precisely for 
this reason that the art of Chou has always 
praised the spirit of hard practice of “not 
resting until achieving excellent art” (Lan 
2008, 597‒99). From He Shaotian’s 
dedication to He Jiabei’s laziness, from Nan 
Dashou’s suffering the cold shoulder and 
Wang Lianju’s popularity, we witness the 
gradual decline of the art of the clown and 
the loss of the true comedic spirit.

The dramatic feature of The Comedy  
is first reflected in its “comic nature.” From 
the perspective of dramatic performance,  
the key to the success of playing roles 
of Chou for He and his sons lies in 
their funny and ugly appearance and 
figure, as well as their exaggerated and 
amusing performances and gags. They 
are uncommonly sophisticated, stubborn, 
and undisciplined, but they are also kind, 
capable, and able to endure hardships. As 
roles of Chou in the opera, they may not 
be good people. Nonetheless, as fictional 
characters, they are positive and funny in 
contrast to the sinister, cunning, mean-
spirited villains they portray in the opera. 
The comic nature of the positive characters 

in Chinese comedy is often achieved through 
the matching of strengths and weaknesses. 
The so-called “matching” is not the contrast 
between beauty and ugliness, good and evil, 
but the strengths within weaknesses. In 
other words, weaknesses are the extension 
of strengths and the latter makes up for the 
former. The two are completely different 
but constitute the unique features of the 
comic characters (Lan 2008, 563). He Huoju 
is sincere and careful and passionate about 
comedy art but lackes worldly wisdom. As 
a result, he repeatedly faces failure in life. 
He Jiabei has comic talent but wants to 
be more than just a clown. He loves Wan 
Dalian like a fool but his over-enthusiasm 
regardless of the consequences hurts Pan 
Yinlian deeply. Nan Dashou is a rigorous 
and talented comedy scriptwriter who is 
straightforward. Yet, confronted by Wu 
Dafu’s taunts and denunciation, he is at 
a complete loss. Pan Yinlian is tolerant, 
generous, and decent, as well as possessing 
a wealth of social experience and wisdom, 
but is still helpless in the face of He 
Jiabei’s betrayal. Wan Dalian is shrewd 
yet sympathetic. She knows how to behave 
properly but she is not decent enough, and 
intentionally and inadvertently indulges He 
Jiabei to hurt Pan Yinlian. The character 
shaping in The Comedy reflects the essence 
of traditional Chinese comedy. Although 
there is irony and revelation toward 
ugly, crude, and vulgar figures, the novel 
expresses recognition and appreciation for 
the beautiful things and emotions in real life 
through a solemn-humorous method. 

Lan Fan (2008, 604) points out that 
the structure of traditional Chinese comedy 
is “tragic-comic.” Traditionally, the script 
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structure of Chinese opera, regardless of 
the story or plot, can often be summarized 
as “joy and sorrow, parting and reunion” 
(generally no continuous disputes to the 
end). The reason is that the beauty and 
ugliness of the content and form of Chinese 
comedy fundamentally require the addition 
of tragic aesthetics, thus enhancing the 
emotional impact of the opera. The Comedy 
is full of strong emotions since it respects 
the true nature of life and the authentic 
experience of people, integrating both 
the comic and tragic content, plot, and 
experience, so that there are joy and sorrow, 
parting and reunion in the plot structure 
and emotional experiences. This is evident 
from the characters’ fate and encounters. 
For instance, He Shaotian has an acting 
career full of twists and turns in his youth, 
with the sudden news of terminal illness at 
the height of his popularity. His memorial 
service is set in a tragic atmosphere with a 
touch of comedy and farcical color. There 
is He Jiabei’s love for Wan Dalian and Pan 
Yinlian, and the stories about his marriage 
and family. He Jiabei and He Huoju also 
embody the brotherhood of joy and sorrow, 
parting and reunion. It also depictes Pan 
Wufu and Hao Maisui’s marriage and family 
affairs along with Hao’s story with her lover 
Zhang Qingshan. Wan Dalian remarries 
Liao Junqing after two unfortunate 
marriages. He Jiabei jumps from a building 
for his unrequited love. It could have been 
a tragedy, but with his head clamped by the 
electrical wire, he survives and only breaks 
a leg. “This may turn out to be a comedy.” 
This is true for the life experience and 
romantic feelings of the characters in novels. 
The same applies to the art of comedy. 

The plot advances from the liveliness at 
the beginning of the era of comedy, to the 
period when careers are impacted and they 
make multiple attempts to revive drama, to 
the peak of the He family’s comedy empire 
and the collapse of the pillar that they 
are unable to continue. Impacted by the 
surge of “newcomers,” He Huoju has the 
ambition to plan a comeback. The Comedy 
depicts the abundant feelings and desires 
of various characters while interspersing 
tragic storylines and comic scenes, blurring 
the line between tragedy and comedy. This 
is a unique structural feature of classical 
Chinese comedy, which values the aesthetic 
experience of “embedding tragic elements 
into scenes of songs and laughter.” In the 
end, He Huoju sighs that dramatic stage is 
“too magical and strange as it has nurtured 
so many performers and buried so many 
others’ careers.” Drama is like life and vice 
versa. A drama is where happiness and 
sadness intertwine. “An authentic life lived 
by everyone at present” containing various 
comic and tragic elements constitutes a real 
drama. The Comedy presents the joys and 
sorrows of the world. In addition to offering 
an emotional experience of these feelings, it 
also plays a role in spiritual purification and 
rational perception beyond emotion and 
mood. The novel makes people laugh and 
cry, while the writer’s serious contemplation 
and the attitude of comprehending reality 
and the human heart enable the novel to 
actively seek the true meaning of art and 
life and explore the destinies of spirit and 
soul, as well as the moral and intellectual 
enlightenment and pleasure that transcend 
sorrow and joy. The Comedy borrows 
from the techniques of Chinese classical 
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fictions depicting the world as well as from  
traditional dramas. It not only reflects 
the reality of life in a particular era, but 
approaches people’s most realistic life and 
emotions as well. The writer narrates the 
concerns and worries of contemporary 
Chinese people with a vividly comic method 
and conveys the message of the times in 
a more profound way through serious 
rational thinking, intellectual perception 
and a positive will to live.

Secondly, the boundary between the 
literary forms of the modern novel, drama, 
and traditional opera, the connections 
and differences between traditional opera, 
modern drama, and modern fiction do 
not simply lie in literary forms or artistic 
rules. There is also a booster of the times 
and history behind them. When studying 
the performance of drama and real life, 
Jiao Juyin has conducted a comparison 
of the drama learned from the West and 
traditional Chinese opera. He believes 
the reason Chinese drama has taken its 
present form instead of the traditional 
form of opera is determined by its content 
and the historical and political mission 
it undertakes. Therefore, compared to 
traditional Chinese opera, drama is more 
suitable for the expression of modern 
life with better conditions and the ability 
to reflect the revolution and struggles. 
Moreover, since it was born in the course of 
the social development of modern politics, it 
will evolve with the development of society. 
As society develops, it will enjoy richer 
content, more powerful expression, a more 
comprehensive form and a more national 
style. The life shown on the dramatic stage 
is more realistic than traditional Chinese 

opera (Jiao 2011, 277‒79). As written in The 
Comedy, the rise of comedy and the art of 
Chou in the 1980s, on the one hand, relied on 
the evolution of life and social development 
into an era of entertainment, an “era of 
comedy” in need of “laughter.” Whereas on 
the other hand, the comedy form of “sketch 
comedy modified from opera” by He and 
his sons was closer to drama. Compared to 
traditional opera and the art of the Sheng 
and the Dan, their creation was more 
“suitable for the expression of modern life.” 
It illustrates the relationship between genre, 
form, the times, and history: the “content” 
determines the “form.”

If The Backstage Clan is merely a 
trial of infusing operatic elements, then The 
Protagonist and The Comedy have gradually 
developed and upgraded such attempt. 
By comparison, The Protagonist focuses 
on the connectivity between the local 
and the world, tradition and modernity, 
particularity and universality, with a broad 
narrative landscape and a style of natural 
unfolding. The Comedy carries on the folk 
and secular quality of The Protagonist 
as well as the tender attention to the fate 
of the operatic characters. However, the 
intrusion of operatic elements such as the 
human relationship, moral consciousness, 
and the educational function makes the 
novel a little cramped in its structure, with 
a more tense and tumultuous rhythm. 
Also, despite the differences between the 
two novels, The Comedy employs Chinese 
opera more internally. The scenes of 
practicing and rehearsing, especially the 
introduction of episodes and poems, which 
appear many times in The Protagonist, can 
hardly be found in The Comedy. The lyrical 
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and impressionistic content of the novel is 
reduced, while a feature of realistic narrative 
is distinctive. The novel incorporates more 
experience into the narrative to break free 
from the conspicuous “cage of operatic form.”

Sandalwood Death 檀香刑 by Mo 
Yan 莫言 is considered to be the ultimate 
creation with regard to the integration of 
fiction and opera as a narrative device. In 
this novel, Maoqiang Opera permeates the 
whole storyline as the fiction and history 
are dramatized. True historical events 
and real historical figures are presented in 
role plays on the opera stage. This novel 
delves into new literary themes such as 
analysis of humanity and criticism of 
the national character, but its spiritual 
connotation is blurred, even to the point of 
dissociation, ambiguity, and “reversal” of 
value orientation. The significance of the 
literary form of Sandalwood Death has been 
repeatedly emphasized by Mo Yan himself 
and many scholars (such as the “theory of 
literary origin”), and it has been affirmed in 
the broad perspective of folk and national 
culture, serving as a useful weapon against 
foreign culture and extravagant trends. Its 
narrative stance, posture, structure, and 
techniques are constructed in the dual frames 
of opera and fiction, the folk and the official, 
China and the West, aggression and anti-
aggression, vulgarity and elegance, while 
creating the subjectivity of national culture 
and folk culture in the form of opposition 
and subversion. In a sense, structuring and 
reshaping the fiction with “opera” implying 
revolutionary liberation with great impact. It 
is an ultimate exploration of the possibility of 
the fictional form but also an expression of 
the vitality of opera.

In the meantime, it is also necessary 
to understand that breaking the boundary 
between fiction and opera can also be a 
constraint on the style of fiction, even 
confinement. The freedom of the fictional 
style, as well as the history it carries and 
displays, can hardly be expressed freely, 
broadly, and easily under the aesthetic 
frame of opera such as stylization and 
established types of roles, and the rich 
historical and human experiences are 
difficult to break through the form and the 
“cage of language” and be fully exhibited. 
Mo Yan’s other novels, such as Pow! 四十
一炮, also manifest similar limitations and 
weaknesses. The innovative significance of 
literary form and language in Sandalwood 
Death and other fictions lies more in the 
courage and determination of the writer 
to “step out of the comfort zone” and its 
sensational effect. Perhaps its inspiration is 
that fiction should be given more extensive 
room to develop, and true artistic creation 
should be supported by resources of rich 
experience in history, life, and literature. 
Self-limitation with a strong purpose is 
not necessarily a blessing for true artistic 
creation, unlike for technical innovations.

On the whole, the folk opera in The 
Protagonist—Qinqiang Opera, improved 
based on the logic of modern life and 
traditional art aesthetics, has achieved the 
success of expressing “modern” life and 
emotions in a “traditional” form, realizing 
the balanced integration of folk, national, 
and international characteristics. How 
to “transform the traditional in modern 
times” is a consistent reflection in The 
Comedy. He Shaotian and his sons’ “sketch 
comedy modified from opera” is both 
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welcomed as it fits the emotional structure 
of contemporary China and criticizes 
for deviating from traditional spirit and 
catering to trending interests. How to turn 
ugliness into beauty and vulgarity into 
elegance, embed “moral lessons” into the 
“humor,” meet the needs of appreciation, 
and educate through entertainment? How 
to inherit the traditional spirit and artistic 
character while showcasing the social reality 
of contemporary China and the life and 
emotions of Chinese people in this era? How 
to avoid self-admiration and self-restriction 
while refusing to conform to the vulgar 
and laissez-faire style? More specifically, it 
is a common challenge for Chen Yan and 
contemporary Chinese writers to employ 

features of traditional opera, folk art, poetry, 
folk legends, and other art forms in modern 
fiction, as a way to create aesthetic works 
that integrate the past and the present, and 
reflect the individual subjectivity of writers 
to the greatest extent, so as to express the 
aspirations of the folk people and the nation 
and blend in the tide of world literature 
with universal humanity. Globalization 
has given rise to a tendency toward the 
rejuvenation of national culture. Rather 
than focusing on the opposition between 
localization and globalization, the creation 
of writers finds its vitality in the delicate and 
complex dynamics of China and the world, 
localization and globalization.
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