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years, he could not be more familiar with 
the stage and various roles. Even so, he had 
started, suspended, and resumed writing 
this novel, and repeatedly revised it before 
he was finally satisfied. In his writing, the 
“protagonist” is not merely an individual, 
and the stage on which the “protagonist” 
performs is the vast society at large that 
is witness to the vicissitudes of the times. 
The following content is from Chen Yan’s 
dictation.

The Protagonist was published in 
2018, but its creation can be traced back 
many years before. I had worked at the 
Shaanxi Opera Research Institute for nearly 
three successive decades as a professional 
playwright, director of the opera troupe, and 
chief of the institute. I am very familiar with 
opera because I have dealt with its various 
roles over half of my life. About ten years 
ago, I started to write about a character, 
which was referred to as a Huadan 花旦 
(female role in Chinese opera) rather than 
a “protagonist” at that time. After some 
time, however, I had to suspend my writing 
because there seemed to be too many things 
to write about, and I was unable to sort them 

The Protagonist 主角, a novel by Chen Yan 陈
彦, recently won the 10th Mao Dun Literature 
Award and the 15th Spiritual Civilization 
Construction “Five One Project” Award. 
This work gives a vigorous, meticulous, and 
highly aesthetic account of the rise and fall 
of the famous Qinqiang Opera actress Yi 
Qin’e over nearly fifty years, as well as how 
she was intricately related to the Qinqiang 
Opera and its magnificent history.

From his drama trilogy Late-
Blooming Roses 迟开的玫瑰, Big Tree Moves 
Westward 大树西迁, and Story of the West 
Capital 西京故事 to his novels The Backstage 
Clan 装台, and The Protagonist, Chen Yan 
has remained true to the theme of life he is 
familiar with while enriching his writing. 
In a recent interview with our reporter, 
Chen Yan shared his reflections on literary 
creation. He also pointed out that China’s 
development and progress over the past 
few decades have provided writers with 
a broad platform from which to create an 
inexhaustible number of life stories .

I 	

For Chen Yan, the creation of 
his novel The Protagonist came 
naturally. Having worked at literary 
and artistic institutes for many 
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out. A few years later, I left the Institute and 
went to work at the Shaanxi Academy of 
Governance. The new post lent me such 
a different perspective that the formerly 
obscure people and things, like the ridges or 
peaks in Mount Lushan, suddenly began to 
come into focus and give me clarity. Then 
I resumed writing and finished the work 
in two years. After that, I revised it many 
times, which was made relatively easier by 
the computer.

As I mentioned in the afterword of 
The Protagonist, I have long had the urge 
to write about the lives of opera performers 
because of a special sentiment I feel towards 
them. In particular, I do not want to leave 
out their childhood or teenage years, 
wherein they had already started to shoulder 
the responsibility of carrying forward the 
opera. Although they were not consciously 
taking up the responsibility, the fact is 
that they were already doing it. Finally, 
The Protagonist was going to unfold these 
lives. I hoped to stick to my familiar turf as 
much as possible. By doing so, I would be 
able to give an unaffected and emotionally-
charged account of my deepest feelings and 
memories. These lives had touched me in 
such a way that I stubbornly believed that 
they would do the same for others. When I 
was writing The Protagonist, these feelings 
would gush out almost unstoppably, 
rendering me tearful and unable to contain 
myself.

The art of opera is so profound that it 
takes solid hard work for one to secure a role 
on the stage. The novel’s heroine, Yi Qin’e, 
used to be a shepherdess in the mountains. 
Because of her ability to endure hardship, 
she does not give up halfway on the path 

of learning the opera. She unexpectedly 
takes off and is transferred to a major opera 
troupe in the provincial capital to act as a 
lead actress. Being childishly stubborn, she 
just wants to live a peaceful life performing 
the opera. But the less she contends, the 
more she is pushed to the front, so it is 
true that one who does not contend with 
others often gains much. In her performing 
career, which is full of twists and turns, she 
becomes increasingly confident and thinks 
more and more clearly. In the tide of the 
market economy, she is poor but persists 
in carrying forward the opera, adheres 
to the essence of tradition, and saves the 
endangered art from extinction until she 
finally grows into a pure artist.

It would also have been interesting 
if I had written solely about a protagonist 
on the stage. However, I did not want this 
novel to be about the growth of a single 
protagonist, but hoped to convey my 
perception of the social life over the past 
40 years of reform and opening up through 
the protagonist and the art of Qinqiang 
Opera. In other words, I tried to make the 
protagonist’s stage epitomize the great 
stage of society. Literature and art can most 
usually reflect the social life, and plays are 
especially widely connected with society, 
because they involve politics, economics, 
culture, religions, folklore, and more. In 
addition, performers have to get off the 
stage and deal with all sorts of people in 
the social reality. If a work can make the 
theatrical stage epitomize the social stage, it 
will become stereoscopic, gaining in width, 
depth and connotations. Being of the same 
age as the novel’s protagonist, Yi Qin’e, I 
had personally witnessed the past decades 
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of reform and opening up, so I hoped to 
convey my own experience in those decades 
through the novel’s protagonist and write 
freely about what I felt for the process of 
social development.

The Protagonist is symbolic in 
the sense that stages, leading roles, and 
supporting roles are everywhere in life. 
Everybody performs on a stage of their 
own that is similar to the theatrical stage, 
so they may feel a sense of substitution 
when reading this novel. This is certainly 
my artistic pursuit. It will be good if this 
pursuit is achieved, but if readers cannot 
feel a sense of substitution, it will still be 
meaningful for them to be able to witness 
the joys and sorrows of a protagonist in her 
career development.

II 	

As a versatile writer, Chen Yan moved from 
literature to stage plays before he returned to 
novels again. Whatever the form, his works 
are equally warm and always reflect how 
ordinary people paint beautiful pictures of 
their lives and compose vivid chapters of 
the times.

I have been engaged in literary 
creation like clockwork for nearly four 
decades. I was introduced to literature when 
I was still in my hometown, and my literary 
career shows distinctive characteristics of the 
times. My hometown, Zhen’an, Shaanxi, is 
referred to as “Zhongnan’ao District” in the 
county annals, meaning a mysterious place 
tucked away in the Zhongnan Mountains. 
Geographically, it is surrounded by 
massive mountains on all sides, with little 

communication with the outside world. But 
a literary boom at the beginning of reform 
and opening-up gave birth to a group of 
literature enthusiasts in Zhen’an County, 
and they wrote a lot of literary works such 
as novels and prose. In those days, writers 
were real stars. If you wrote a short story and 
got it published, you would become famous 
nationwide overnight, and your work would 
be read by young people with great zeal. 
The editors of Yanhe 延河, a major literary 
magazine in Shaanxi Province, often came 
to solicit contributions in Zhen’an, and 
famous writers such as Jia Pingwa 贾平凹 
would come to give lectures and meet with 
literature enthusiasts. All of these elements 
significantly influenced my development as 
a writer. I began to dream a literary dream 
and have never ceased to write ever since 
then.

At first, I mainly focused on prose 
and short stories in my literary creation. 
I still remember my excitement and the 
attention I received in the county seat when 
I got a piece of prose published in Shaanxi 
Daily and a short story published in Shaanxi 
Workers’ Literature and Arts, both for the 
first time. When I was 17 or 18 years old, 
there was a “school play” competition in 
Shaanxi Province. Knowing that I had been 
engaged in literary creation, the county 
leaders suggested that I enter it, so I wrote 
my first drama play, She among Them 她在
他们中间, which was about the relationship 
between a teacher and her students and 
unexpectedly won a second prize at the 
provincial level. At the age of 22, four plays 
I wrote were staged by three drama troupes. 
They were small drama troupes in my 
county, but I felt great satisfaction. When 
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I was 25, thanks to my past achievements 
in literary creation, I was transferred to the 
Shaanxi Opera Research Institute to act as a 
professional playwright and started to focus 
on writing plays.

From the very beginning, my plays 
have always revolved around people and 
things that I was familiar with, such as Late-
Blooming Roses, Big Tree Moves Westward, 
and Story of the West Capital, which are 
collectively known to the audience as 
the “Trilogy of the West Capital,” and 
all of them offer a glimpse into the lives 
of ordinary people. In Late-Blooming 
Roses, Qiao Xuemei’s mother is killed in 
a traffic accident just as she is admitted 
to a key university in Beijing. To support 
her paralyzed father and three underage 
siblings, this 19-year-old girl resolutely 
gives up the opportunity to go to university, 
though it is certainly against her wish. Her 
life goes awry time and again but is not 
darkened just because of a helpless choice. 
In Big Tree Moves Westward, Meng Bingxi 
is a young teacher at Shanghai Jiaotong 
University. She moves to Xi’an not out 
of her own wishes but because of the call 
of her lover and the country. Once in the 
harsh environment of western China, she 
gradually changes her mindset as well as her 
life until she finally achieves excellence. Her 
fifty years of struggle highlight the sense of 
responsibility and patriotic sentiment of 
Chinese intellectuals. In Story of the West 
Capital, a peasant named Luo Tianfu is faced 
with various difficulties and predicaments 
as venturing into the city. In particular, the 
university education of his two children puts 
the whole family through untold hardship, 
though everything turns out for the best 

in the end. It is through honest work that 
they safeguard their dignity of life, make 
themselves useful in the city, and gradually 
integrate into urban life. All these ordinary 
people radiate with warmth and brightness 
despite the fickleness of the world they are 
subjected to. We can see from their stories 
the social development and changing  
times.

These three works contain a lot of 
stories of ordinary people, all of whom are 
fictional but which the audiences feel are 
real. Our aim of pursuing artistic reality 
is to make the audience see the reality of 
life. Late-Blooming Roses, Big Tree Moves 
Westward, and Story of the West Capital 
have been put on stage for 22, nearly 18, and 
11 years, respectively. They are still alive 
on stage and have even found their way 
into the repertoire of opera genres other 
than Shaanxi opera. This is undoubtedly 
gratifying and makes me more firmly 
adhere to my direction of creation.

When I was writing the stage play 
Story of the West Capital, I dived deep 
into life and took a large number of notes. 
There used to be a labor market for rural 
migrant workers opposite the Shaanxi 
Opera Research Institute, where one or two 
thousand people were gathered every day. 
I would strike up conversations with them 
and learn a lot about their living conditions. 
To better understand them, I also went to 
the rural migrant workers’ gathering places 
in Bali and Mutazhai Villages. I followed 
this group of people and tried to think 
about their thoughts. In this way, I gathered 
a huge amount of material that was too 
abundant for the stage play to exhaust. 
Feeling that there were still a lot of things 
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I wished to write about, I decided to bring 
them all together into a novel and wrote 
the 500,000-character Story of the West 
Capital. The stage play, when performed, 
lasts just over two hours, and it contains just 
over 20,000 characters. Due to the need to 
be concise, the stage play had to be “clean-
shaven” and lacked the stubbly texture of 
life in terms of language. When writing the 
novel, which allowed me more room for 
expression, I was able to dig deeper and 
write heartily.

III 	

What can a drop of water bring to people? 
If a literary work is a drop of water, many 
literary works will form a brook and in turn 
a torrential river to reflect an infinite life. 
Life is what underlies every literary work.

To write his novel Builders of a New 
Life 创业史, Liu Qing 柳青 spent 13 years in 
a place called Huangpu Village in Shaanxi 
Province. During which he acquainted 
himself with the farmers’ language and 
behavioral characteristics, thoroughly 
studied the central government’s policies 
for rural areas, and observed the farmers’ 
reactions to these policies. Why did he do 
these things? Because only in this way could 
he truly get close to and fully understand the 
subject of his writing, just like a peasant must 
be able to tell the weather corresponding to 
all types of clouds. Based on this realization, 
I always believe that I must write about the 
life I am familiar with to prevent my works 
from being empty, enable the characters to 
flow naturally out of the tip of my pen, and 
make sure that they are vivid and true to life. 

Life is of utmost importance for writing. 
Each literary work is like a drop of water. 
Though small, it is bright with all colors and 
can reflect a raging river.

For writers, neither life nor reading 
is dispensable, and any details of their lives 
will turn out to be meaningful. As I wrote 
in the epilogue of my recently finished play 
The Best of Chang’an 长安第二碗, literary 
and artistic creation should give voice to 
life rather than to the writers themselves. 
Just let every element and every need of life 
speak, let the days speak, and let the annual 
rings speak. Writers should merely try their 
best to put all things into a basket as they 
are. Of course, they need to do it the right 
way, or the basket will not be able to hold 
much.

Writers must read to do it the 
right way, for reading is what gives them 
their vision and thoughts. By reading, 
they can draw on cultural achievements of 
humankind. They must read a wide range 
of brilliant Chinese and foreign literary 
and artistic works in an effort to be able to 
think at a certain level. Literary and artistic 
creation cannot be confined to the circle of 
literature and art. We need to jump out of 
this circle, comprehensively study politics, 
economics, history, philosophy, religions, 
and humanities, and distinguish between 
truth and falsehood. Only in this way will 
what we write be like a rich broth that is 
tasty and nourishing.

Since late 2018, after being nurtured 
for more than 30 years by Xi’an, I have left 
her to work in Beijing. The hectic schedule 
of my new job naturally leaves me less time 
for writing, but I am still able to find plenty 
of time for reading. For example, I can read 
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during flights or high-speed train rides. 
This year I have been reading a number 
of philosophical and historical works, and 
I am also reading the Four Great Classical 
Novels of China once again. I think that 
Chinese novels should turn to traditional 
literary works for truly Chinese expressions, 
and that we Chinese writers need to develop 
a deep understanding of our fine traditional 
culture.

For a writer, winning an award is 
a great encouragement, but also a spur to 
explore life as a bonanza for literary creation. 
For me, who has witnessed more than  
40 years of reform and opening up and 
seen our country undergo great changes 
and become stronger and more prosperous 

with each passing day, we should really 
pay tribute to our motherland. Our literary 
creation would be out of the question 
without the development and prosperity of 
our motherland.

I have ridden the tide of the times 
for decades. When I write about the vibrant 
life in these years, everything gushes out 
naturally and smoothly as if they were in 
my blood. The great stage of the times is 
providing writers with a never-ending 
supply of subjects to write about. As 
long as we keep our feet in the soil, draw 
nutrition from it, and cultivate it diligently, 
our literary creation will surely come to  
fruition.
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