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Offering a Gift to Time, Life,
and Hometown with a Pure
Heart through Literature”

> QIAO Yé*

On the advent of the Lunar New Year, Qiao
Ye agreed to the exclusive interview with
the reporter from Beijing Youth Daily to talk
about her writing endeavors. She candidly
admits that, up to now, Baoshui Village 57K
is a full-length novel to which she has devoted
the most patience. Apart from preliminary
research, field visits to the villages, emotional
immersion, and rational self-examination
during her writing process, as well as
revisions and refinements of the first draft, the
fundamental reason for that patience is that
while Baoshui is a mix of fiction and reality, it
is a contemporary village. Although the writing
process is filled with hardship, in Qiao Ye’s
eyes, Baoshui Village is a gift given to her by
time, life, and her hometown. “And the only
gift I can offer in return is offering a gift to time,
life, and hometown with a pure heart through
literature.”

The Changes, Transformations,
and Dilemmas Faced

by Villagers during the
Transition to Modernity
Are Both Subtle and Rich

contemporary changes and stories in the
rural mountainous region. What inspired
you to write it?

Qiao Ye: Initially when I started
writing, | was moved by simple things. There
is also a long-standing inspiration: I grew
up in a rural area and left the countryside to
attend a teacher training school at the age of
14. After that, I returned to the countryside
and taught there for a few years. Although
I've gotten further and further away from
the countryside, my childhood experience
had a long-lasting impact on me, and even
now I feel an emotional attachment to the
rural areas.

The most direct motivation for
writing this novel was generated from the
experience that I participated in an event
in a village called Haotang in Xinyang,
Henan Province in 2014. The village is
listed in the top tier of beautiful and livable
villages by the Ministry of Housing and
Urban-Rural Development of the People’s
Republic of China. At that time, I had
already been away from the countryside for
a long time. In Haotang Village, I saw many
villagers maintaining an agricultural lifestyle
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novel Baoshui Village depicts the 2
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by planting rice and doing farm work while
also starting to do business, and opening
homestays and restaurants to welcome
tourists from all over. Moreover, Haotang
Village, with its beautiful mountains and clear
waters, is very different from the flat rural
areas of my hometown in northern Henan
Province. I was immediately attracted by the
heterogeneous environment, especially the
subtle and rich changes, transformations, and
dilemmas that the villagers faced during their
transition to modernity. It moved me deeply.

I also listened a lot to the township
cadres. They were originally management-
oriented village and township cadres, and
they also had to undergo a transformation
toward service-oriented thinking, such as
how to build an image of the countryside
and how to deal with combating public
opinion. For them, these were all specific
cases and difficult points in their work. I felt
at that time that they were really fostering
progress in every tiny detail. They needed
to establish connections with the outside
world and do it at their own pace. Indeed,
they were making money, but in the process,
they faced various challenges and torments.
These seemingly trivial matters, involving
emotional and ethical issues, attracted
me to document their state of adhering to
certain ethical traditions while in constant
collision with the modern trend toward
commercialization.

Beijing Youth Daily: Collecting
materials requires a long accumulation
process, right? What is your specific writing
method?

Qiao Ye: For this writing, on the
one hand, I prepared through hard-copy
materials, such as reading many works
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by experts like Li Changping Z=53F and
Wen Tiejun ii#%4: who specialize in issues
regarding “agriculture, rural areas, and
farmers,” and He Xuefeng {5, an expert
who haslongbeen engaged in rural research.
I also collected data from field surveys
conducted by other scholars and college
students covering a series of topics of special
study in recent years on rural women, bride
price, and the like. I also subscribed to many
WeChat official accounts, such as those
related to counties, towns, and teaching
assistance. The contents that I was reading
might not be used in my novel, but I needed
to know the big picture.

On the other hand, I felt that the
knowledge that I gleaned from hard-copy
sources was shallow, the more effective
method would still be the old-fashioned
one, which is constantly “running to the
villages” to see with my own eyes. Over the
years, I have attended as many events as
possible that involved rural field activities,
so I could get an overall picture of the new
rural construction across China. At the same
time, in recent years, I have been closely
tracking three villages where I have stayed
for some time each year. I have maintained
contact with the villagers through WeChat,
voice calls and video calls, and this ongoing
contact has also been very important.

During the eight years of observing
those villages, what I have seen is at least
trustworthy and representative. In fact, 1
think villagers are facing many new tests
in the midst of change, which is also very
interesting. For example, everyone grows
vegetables. In the past, it was okay if you
picked a handful of vegetables from my
field, or I picked a handful from yours. But
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later, when people began doing business, a
handful of stir-fried vegetables could be sold
for 20 yuan, which initially stimulated the
growers a lot. The traditional barter system
was impacted by commercialization, causing
a subtle and lovely change in mentality. For
example, my house is located in a remote
area and I can grow a lot of vegetables. If I
want to sell vegetables, shall I sell them to an
acquaintance in a village or sell them in a town?
For another example, if my homestay has so
many guests that I can’t accommodate all of
them, when I introduce them to a neighbor
who has a good relationship with me, shall
I ask for a commission or just exchange an
opportunity for my neighbor to introduce
guests to me next time based on the previous
trust? I also wrote about many tourists who
had a clear sense of rules in the city, but when
they were relaxed in the countryside, they
blurred some of them. On the contrary, the
villagers’ sense of rules became clearer at this
time, and this psychological contradiction
was also interesting.

Beijing Youth Daily: How did you
choose the three villages you tracked? And
was your writing process smooth?

Qiao Ye: Actually, I chose the three
villages because I had no other choice.
After visiting Haotang Village in 2014, I
wrote some essays completely from the
perspective of a tourist. After preparing
for about two years, I wanted to write a
novel, but when I started writing, it was a
failure. Although I had written hundreds of
thousands of words, they were little effect.
I found that I couldn’t write a full-length
novel completely from the perspective of
a tourist. A full-length novel particularly
tests insight into the world and human
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nature, and social rules and human nature
especially must be understood in depth. But
when I reached Haotang Village, I really felt
like an outsider. I found every bit of worldly
wisdom strange. When I wrote, I couldn’t
make the style and feeling cohesive, which
was fatal to the writing.

Then I thought that the place I
was most familiar with was of course my
hometown, so I tried to return to the
countryside in Jiaozuo in northern Henan
Province to investigate further. As a result,
when I entered my hometown, I immediately
felt like a fish back to water. There, I found
that knowledge of the human condition was a
very firm line. I grew up there, which allowed
me to easily get into the inside of life, so I felt
that the style and feeling of writing this novel
suddenly became clear in one breath.

Strictly speaking, after going through
this transformation, I started writing in
2015. At that time, my hometown was also
promoting rural tourism, and the changes I
had witnessed in Xinyang were also taking
place in my hometown. Having observed
there for several years, I made up my mind
to continue observing. So, I finally chose
three villages, Haotang Village in southern
Henan, and Da-Nanpo Village and Yi-Dou-
Shui Village, two villages in northern Henan.
I made these three villages the sites for deep
observation, constantly adjusting and finding
useful elements.

When Writing, One Must
Remain Honest—Just Be
Honest

Beijing Youth Daily: Spending eight years
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observing the mountainous villages must
have given you a lot of personal insight.
Through the perspective of the first-person
“I” in the novel, you must express some of
your thoughts, right?

Qiao Ye: Yes. The entire novel is
narrated through “I,” and the protagonist is
the thread that connects the various changes
and reflections currently in the countryside
that I wanted to express. The “I” in the novel
is a female journalist who retires early due to
illness. I think that the identity of a journalist
has cultural and social aspects, so I set up such
a character. Some of her rural life experiences
in the novel are in sync with my own.

This “I” was named Di Qingping.
She was born in the 1970s and grew up with
her grandmother in her hometown for over
a decade. Her grandmother was very strong-
willed and often assigned tasks to her father,
who was very filial. Her parents, therefore,
had to shoulder the heavy burden of life in
the provincial city. Later, a young man in the
village got married and needed to borrow
a wedding car. Her father borrowed a red
sedan car from the city for the wedding, but
on the way back to the village, he was killed
in an accident. Qingping was already living
in the provincial city by this time and was
thus becoming increasingly disgusted with
her hometown. Because of this incident, she
hated her hometown even more and began
to resent her grandmother, so she rarely
returned to her home village. Later, the
village was relocated and she no longer had a
hometown to return to after growing up. Past
grudges coupled with life changes left her
with severe psychological problems, and she
often suffered from insomnia. After living in
Baoshui Village for a year, many things from
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her childhood that she didn’t understand
became clear to her. She reconciled with her
past and received self-healing.

Beijing Youth Daily: There are many
characters in Baoshui Village, each with a
distinct personality. Are they based on certain
archetypes when you create these characters?

Qiao Ye: I really like the characters
in Baoshui Village because they are based
on people I've interviewed in real life, and
I have distilled many archetypal characters
into one figure. For instance, many people
like the character Ninth Granny, who is a
midwife. She lived into her nineties having
survived various political movements, wars,
and disasters. Life was tough for her, but
she was incredibly kind and forgiving. She
spent her entire life upholding simple and
beautiful virtues, and gained much wisdom
from her life experiences. In Baoshui Village,
she was revered as a wise elder. I think
characters like Ninth Granny are just like a
mirror of Baoshui Village, representing the
essence of rural civilization. They are figures
that we can always rely on spiritually.

Lao Yuan, Qingping’s boyfriend,
represented a certain wanderer type. Lao
Yuan’s family was quite well-off, but due
to his grandfather’s death in a previous
political movement, he and his father
harbored resentment toward their rural
hometown. When he grew up, after making
a lot of money in business, Lao Yuan was
initially unwilling to acknowledge his rural
roots. However, because his ancestral home
and family grave were still in Baoshui Village,
he eventually returned there in his middle
age to invest in a homestay, which led to his
gradual acceptance of his rural roots and
reconciliation with his family’s grudge.
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I particularly like the character Da
Ying, who was the Village Party Secretary.
Da Ying was particularly challenging
for me to portray because she embodied
the resilience of life and had a complex
character. She was highly competent and
had a fiery temper. She was good at scolding
others and often resorted to physical
confrontation, but she was also a strong-
willed and savvy woman who knew how to
negotiate and keep things balanced. Jiaojiao,
Da Ying’s daughter, was traumatized while
working in the city, and her husband
was left crippled for a road construction
accident. So, what Da Ying desired most
was simply to live a peaceful life near her
home. When tourism started to take off in
Baoshui Village and caused traffic jams for
the first time, Da Ying cried tears of joy,
feeling that her sacrifices have finally been
worthwhile.

Then there’s Meng Huzi, a rural
development expert who specialized in rural
design. He understood both farmers and
government policies, and was particularly
interesting as he navigated through all levels.
Meng Huzi has lived in Baoshui Village for
three years. Along with the female protagonist
and Lao Yuan, he was considered an outsider
but at the same time a cultured person by the
villagers. I envisioned Baoshui Village as a
stage with a diverse cast of characters, some
of whom remain throughout the story while
others come and go, broadly reflecting the
multifaceted nature of contemporary rural
life.

Beijing Youth Daily: In portraying
the present, do you have any unique
storytelling techniques?

Qiao Ye: I don’t set any preconceptions
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for my own writing, nor do I consider any
grand concepts. I just try to listen earnestly
and write honestly. When writing, I believe
that one must be honest and face the
truth. I first visit the villages, see things for
myself, and record the rich information
that comes from these experiences. Then,
I filter the information I need, design the
temporal structure, emotional structure,
psychological structure, and finally write
them down. Perhaps my attitude is decent,
or perhaps my writing is not too bad, and
the feedback from readers is sympathetic.
For example, those who have not returned
to their hometowns for many years have
found their emotions stirred after reading
my work.

I believe that the most important
aspect of writing is conveying emotions that
touch the soul. The beauty of literature lies
in the emotional power of words. If I have
any ambition, it’s to write about the rural
life that resides in many people’s hearts and
to stir an emotional resonance.

I Grew up in the
Countryside, So ’'m Quite
Sensitive to Folk Power at
the Grassroots Level

Beijing Youth Daily: The structure of your
novel follows the seasonal cycle from winter
to spring, and it feels concise and refreshing.

Qiao Ye: The novel has several
structural  elements  including  time,
psychology, storyline, and geography. But I
could choose only one main structure for the
table of contents, so I selected the structure
of seasons, the most interesting one. I chose
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this because I wanted to portray a year in the
village like a slice of time, and I wanted this
slice to be broad enough, accurate enough,
and rich enough. I tried a 12-month structure
and also a 24 solar terms structure, but in the
end, I decided to use the four-season structure.
The novel begins just after the Lunar New
Year and ends just before the next Lunar
New Year. For instance, the opening chapter
is called “Putting Aside the Lanterns” 74T,
which refers to a local custom of celebrating
with lanterns on the 15th and 16th day of the
first lunar month and then putting them aside
and eating noodles on the 17th day. The final
chapter is called “Lighting the Lanterns” £{
T, which refers to the local custom of visiting
ancestral graves and inviting the ancestral
spirits home for the Lunar New Year on Lunar
New Year’s Eve. The novel progresses from
“Putting Aside the Lanterns” to “Lighting the
Lanterns,” from winter to spring, from spring
to summer, from summer to fall, and from
fall to winter. Besides the changing seasons,
the story comes full circle. I also realized when
I was living in the mountains that I felt the
seasons strongly affected me, which made
me feel that I was tiny and that the village
was tiny in comparison to the grandeur of the
mountains. I included a lot of details about
plants and crops in the novel, which reflect
the changing seasons and the rhythm of
nature.

Beijing Youth Daily: How did you
come up with the title “Baoshui” (meaning
precious water)? It’s hard to guess from the
title alone that the story is about changes in
a mountain village. The title is catchy and
has a kind of poetic charm.

Qiao Ye: Baoshui Village is a fabrication,
but it is also real. In one of the three villages
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I was tracking, there was a spring called Yi-
Dou-Shui Spring, so the village was called
Yi-Dou-Shui Village. I thought the name was
especially good. Later, I imagined the spring
in the novel as a shoe-shaped gold ingot and
changed it to Baoshui Spring, and hence the
village was named Baoshui Village.

As for why I used the title Baoshui
Village, one reason is that I think Baoshui
Village is tangible and real with a Baoshui
Spring. Another reason is that the main
focus of the novel is the village and the
farmers within it. I believe water symbolizes
a very precious folk power, which is just like
the villagers of Baoshui Village, for their
happiness, who can unleash a great deal
of wisdom and hard work. It is much like
the springs in the mountains—they may be
very tiny, but when they converge, they can
become turbulent rivers.

In the novel, I wrote about a
craftsman who made baskets from vines.
Because later no one bought them anymore,
this craft gradually went out of fashion.
However, because the village developed
tourism, it became useful again and turned
into handicrafts. He then became very
enthusiastic about it. I also like character
like Da Ying, who made a living without
leaving her home. We often say that water
can carry a boat and also overturn it.
Water, in fact, represents the people. In
Baoshui Village, it is a very precious folk
power.

Beijing Youth Daily: It feels like
your writing is very grounded, and there is
always a forward-driving force amidst the
hustle and bustle.

Qiao Ye: It’s probably because I grew
up in the countryside as one of the low-level
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folk, I'm especially sensitive to this kind of
power. In particular, now that I've moved
back to my hometown from Beijing, I've
become more sensitive to those feelings. Mr.
Li Peifu Z=fiil#§ once told me something that
deeply impressed me. He said, you should
know that you were a “firewood girl.” When
I first heard this, I was quite upset, but then
I realized he was absolutely right. I am a
firewood girl who can intuitively see the
goodness in the simplicity of folk life and
draw strength and nourishment from it.
Before writing this novel, I had never fully
appreciated or utilized that.

Beijing  Youth  Daily:  Baoshui
Village carries a strong sense of hometown
throughout. Do you also feel a strong sense
of identity with your hometown?

Qiao Ye: From this perspective,
Baoshui Village is my comeback work. I
didn’t realize before that I had a sense of
hometown. Back then, I always thought that
my writing should be very Westernized,
preferably to the extent that people couldn’t
tell that 'm from Henan Province or
the countryside. Now I realized that the
time I felt the strongest rebelliousness
was the time when my rural sense was
the most prominent. Because of this deep
entanglement, I initially wanted to strip it
away. But because the entanglement is so
deep that I actually couldn’t.

In recent years, I have more and
more sense of my hometown. For example,
when I returned to my old home, although
everyone still treated me as a guest, I could
quickly find a sense of belonging and feel
like an insider. I think this sense of identity
is like a spiritual bloodline and this emotion
is inherent.
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Many Things Require
a Grander Perspective
of Time, and We Don’t

Need to Rush to Make
Judgments

Beijing Youth Daily: In the novel, you used
a lot of dialects, which many readers think
interesting when reading them.

Qiao Ye: In order to write this
novel, I collected a lot of information
about dialects and folk customs, and even
conducted some research on the dialect
of my hometown. I found it really lovely.
When writing, I also select dialects that
might seem unfamiliar but that won’t create
a barrier for readers, which, at the same
time, convey a certain sense of life. This
dialect is not hard to understand and is
quite amusing to read. Not only the people
from my hometown loved it, but readers
from other places also seemed to enjoy this
dialect, saying it was like rediscovering the
Henan dialect. They found it so lively and
powerful.

Beijing Youth Daily: It seems to have
broken the stereotype of the Henan dialect.
For instance, zhong ' (means it’s ok) is
not the only representation of the Henan
dialect.

Qiao Ye: Yes, that’s right. You
can see from the dialect that the Central
Plains (comprising the middle and lower
reaches of the Huanghe River of China)
have an ancient cultural heritage, which is
beautiful and interesting. For example, in
my hometown, we express “very good” as
hen zhuo fi&i. Another example is that we
call idle chat che yun hua #tzi&, which I
find particularly beautiful because the way
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of idle talk is to say things randomly, with
words really like clouds floating in the sky.
We express critical moments as jinnang san
guan #i#E =3¢, which means it’s time to open
the brocade bag in a critical moment and
decide on a strategy. When we say someone
is beautiful, we say Zhao mo Shi yang W3
BijitikE, meaning she looks as beautiful as
Zhaojun W% and Xishi pPjii.

Beijing Youth Daily: As for you,
now that you have reached the age of
“understanding the meaning of life at fifty”
H-+miKR A, what changes have occurred
in your mentality?

Qiao Ye: I don’t have a sense of
crisis about age, and I always feel that every
moment is the best moment. Of course,
it's better to be young, but it’s impossible
to stay young forever. When people reach
their middle age, some say it’s a period with
“no village ahead, and no shop behind,”
but I would say it’s a period with “villages
ahead and shops behind,” which means
you have accumulated some experience,
and the road ahead won’t go downhill
immediately. So, it’s not too bad. Plus, I'm
easily satisfied with material things, and in
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terms of spirit, I still love learning. I find a
great many things quite interesting, so I feel
happy.

In terms of writing, I don’t write
very timely things. I think a lot of things
require a grander perspective of time, and
we don’t need to rush to make judgments.

Beijing Youth Daily: What are your
writing plans for the new year?

Qiao Ye: I finished writing Baoshui
Village in 2022, which can be counted
as completing a major project. Since my
preparation was quite thorough and there
are still many materials that haven’t been
used in the book, I want to write some short
and medium-length stories. After moving
to Beijing, I clearly felt that this city has
abundant literary resources. The depth and
breadth of everyone’s discussion on literature
is quite different from my experience in
Henan. For instance, I might have only
looked at the material from one perspective
before, but now I might consider looking at
it from different angles. This rich literary
nourishment is indeed a kind of absorption
and nourishment for me, so, I want to
continue learning into the future.
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