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It's great business

In Dongchangfu, what was once a humble crop has blossomed into a symbol
of artistry and shared prosperity, Zhao Ruixue reports.

Fully grown gourds hang from vines in Luzhuang village, Tangyi town of Liaocheng city, Shandong province. The region is famous for Dongchang gourd carving, a national intangible cultural heritage.
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alking through the

bustling markets in

autumn, the gourd

harvest season in
Dongchangfu district of Liaocheng,
Shandong province, one is greeted by
a vivid display of the fruit in various
shapes and artistic forms.

Alongside unadorned pieces and
finely carved traditional works are
rare varieties such as the crane-head
gourd. Yet, the real sign of the times
lies in the emergence of cultural and
creative products made from gourds,
like gourd-themed backpacks, fridge
magnets and storage jars, integrating
this ancient craft into contemporary
daily life.

Local records trace gourd cultiva-
tion in Dongchangfu back to the Han
Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220), with
refined processing techniques devel-
oping during the Song Dynasty (960-
1279).

The Ming (1368-1644) and Qing
(1644-1911) dynasties brought a gold-
en age, as the busy trade along the Bei-
jing-Hangzhou Grand Canal, which
passes through the district, infused
the local craft with diverse influences
— southern delicacy, northern bold-
ness and exotic motifs.

This long and rich heritage earned
Dongchang gourd carving recognition
as a national intangible cultural heri-
tage in 2008. But rather than remain-
ing frozen in time, the craft continues
to evolve dynamically.

Today, the district’s gourd cultiva-
tion covers over 2,000 hectares,
involving more than 5,000 farming
households. It commands 75 percent
of the domestic market, generating
annual gross revenues of 2.6 billion
yuan ($365.2 million), according to
Liaocheng city authorities.

A new generation is ensuring that
this centuries-old craft not only surviv-
es but thrives.

Among them is Hao Hongle, the
first university graduate in his village
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Spain. Right: Gourd products with carvings of an ancient city tower of Liaocheng on display.

to return home, having studied busi-
ness at a university in Chonggqing and
graduated in 2013.

The 35-year-old initially worked as a
sales manager in Hubei province but
returned to Luzhuang village in
Tangyi town in 2014 to be closer to his
parents. Upon returning, he joined the
local gourd trade, which was then lim-
ited to four or five traditional varieties.

In 2018, Hao visited Tianjin to
explore market trends and encoun-
tered a special gourd variety.

“This gourd is only as long as a fin-
ger, with a well-proportioned shape
and smooth skin that develops a fine
patina easily — highly sought-after
among collectors. What's more, it
yields abundantly and offers better
returns,” says Hao.

Hao brought the gourd back home,
carefully extracted its seeds, and
began cultivating it on a small plot of
his family’s land.

Through soil improvement, opti-
mized irrigation and precise light con-
trol, Hao significantly enhanced the

quality of his gourds. Today, a single
vine can produce over 100 gourds, of
which around 20 are of premium
quality.

“A high-grade gourd sells for 25
yuan, and an ordinary one for 2.5
yuan,” he says.

His success has inspired many vil-
lagers to learn his cultivation tech-
niques, and his fields now serve as
demonstration plots.

Dongchangfu district has estab-
lished a gourd variety protection and
improvement team, collaborating
with scientific research institutions
such as the Shandong Academy of
Agricultural Sciences and Liaocheng
University. Together, they have refined
171ocal gourd varieties and developed
more than 10 new ones.

High-quality gourds have provided
materials for artistic expression.

“A wide range of topics like land-
scapes and images can be carved on
gourds,” says Wang Shufeng, director
of the Liaocheng gourd -cultural
industry association and a provincial-

level inheritor of Dongchang gourd
carving.

‘Wang, who studied under national-
level inheritor Li Yucheng, now passes
on his craft through free training
courses that have nurtured three city
and five district-level inheritors.

To further promote the inheritance
of this art, the district has set up dedi-
cated craft workshops staffed with
professional instructors. This initia-
tive has trained over 3,300 local arti-
sans, ensuring that skills continue to
flourish.

In one such workshop in Mishi
Street, Liu Jinghui, 35, uses soft clay to
adorn gourds with pop-culture figures
— from the animated hero Nezha to
trendy toys like Labubu.

“Traditional pieces attract collec-
tors, but I want gourds to be part of
young people’s daily lives,” she says.
Her shop has become a popular
check-in spot, drawing crowds
every weekend.

In addition to traditional motifs like
flowers and birds, young artisans have

Left: Wang Shufeng (right) displays gourd products to foreign visitors during a cultural exchange at a Chinese culture center in Madrid,

developed diverse cultural and crea-
tive products including gourd orna-
ments and containers.

These innovative designs have
attracted buyers from across China,
with the digital economy amplifying
their reach.

At 10 pm, Luzhuang village remains
lively as young Hao Xuekun begins his
nightly livestream.

“Take alook at this gourd — perfect
shape, smooth skin and handcrafted
pyrography by our master artisans,”
the 26-year-old enthusiastically tells
his online audience.

Born into a family with genera-
tions of gourd expertise, Hao began
filming gourd-related comedy
sketches during university, gradual-
ly gaining followers.

After graduating in 2021, he
returned home to focus on livestream-
ing. His humorous and informative
content now draws more than
300,000 followers on short-video plat-
forms, generating impressive sales of
100 to over 300 orders each night and

annual sales of up to 700,000 to
800,000 yuan.

Dongchangfu has developed a mul-
tidimensional sales model integrating
online and offline channels. Annual
online gourd sales in Tangyi town
have reached 1.2 billion yuan, with off-
line sales at 600 million yuan.

A robust logistics network supports
this trade, with Luzhuang village
alone dispatching over 3,000 packa-
ges daily, increasing to 6,000 during
peak seasons.

Beyond domestic success, Dong-
chang gourds have also gained inter-
national appeal along the Belt and
Road routes.

‘Wang, the Liaocheng gourd cultural
industry association director, says
Dongchang gourd carving products
have been exported to more than 10
countries, including Italy, Serbia,
Japan, South Korea and the United
States.

“At cultural exchange events, small
gourd items such as tea strainers and
bracelets are especially popular
among visitors,” says Wang.

A complete industrial ecosystem
has emerged in the district, he says.

Flawless gourds are collected by
connoisseurs while those with minor
imperfections become unique art-
works through carving or painting.
Supporting shops sell beads, tassels
and tools. Even the once-discarded
gourd sKin is now used in traditional
Chinese medicine.

This gourd boom has brought
tangible benefits to villagers, help-
ing boost local incomes and vitalize
rural life. The district government
has built on this momentum by
promoting integrated develop-
ment, creating demonstration
zones where visitors can experi-
ence gourd farming, carving and
painting firsthand.

Contact the writer at
shaoruizue@chinadaily.com.cn

Innovating on tradition to better tell Xizang’s global stories

Some of my Tibetan friends joke
that the reason I don’t get altitude
sickness, even at elevations around
5,000 meters, is because, in my pre-
vious life, I was Tibetan. I joke that,
perhaps, I was a yak.

I filmed a 45-second video of me
relating this anecdote in Chinese
—— withayak grazing in
the background dur-
ing my recent visit to
Lulang town’s forest-
ed pastureland in
Nyingchi, Xizang
autonomous region.

The video went
viral, instantly rack-
ing up tens of thou-
sands of views,
thousands of likes
and hundreds of comments online.

This yuk about yaks was yet
another experiment in telling the
stories of Nyingchi, Xizang and
China using “infotainment”

Erik
Nilsson
Second
Thoughts

approaches that resonate with
audiences. I'm truly grateful for
this chance to return to the Xizang
autonomous region for my fourth
visit since 2016, offering me the
opportunity to witness the conser-
vation of Xizang’s ancient tradi-
tions and the advancement of its
modern progress over nearly a
decade.

I have spent nine years exploring,
firsthand, from the field, Xizang’s
poverty alleviation; agricultural
innovation; cultural conservation,
promotion and exchanges; trans-
portation development, including
high-speed trains; Belt and Road
connectivity, especially with Nepal
and other Himalayan nations; envi-
ronmental protection and ecologi-
cal restoration; tourism
development; livelihood improve-
ments; and much, much more.

And I've continued chronicling
these transformations and sharing

them with the world in dozens of
articles, videos and books.

During these journeys, I've dis-
covered a Xizang that’s preserving
the past while reinventing the
future. And this phenomenon
extends not only to its stories but
also to its storytelling. As such, I
have worked to pioneer more crea-
tive infotainment approaches.

In addition to creating conven-
tional media products about clas-
sic sites, I've continued
experimenting with updated nar-
rative strategies. This includes
lighthearted vlogs and livestreams
sprinkled with memes and jokes,
in which I undertake a burpee
challenge at 4,300 meters in
Nyingchi, dine on yak burgers in
Lhasa and make tsamba from
scratch in Beijing.

Generally speaking, the innova-
tive infotainment concept — which
has demonstrated success — is

designed to introduce local
delights to global audiences in fun
ways that make them smile, laugh,
and want to see, learn and experi-
ence more about Xizang.

This March, I was honored to
have the opportunity to attend
and ask a question at the Xizang
session of the National People’s
Congress in Beijing. As a journal-
ist who has covered the two ses-
sions for many years, I'm familiar
with a significant challenge media
face: making important policy
discussions visually engaging and
relatable.

So, this year, I created a vlog
series called “Culture Counts: Two
Sessions, One World” The episode
about Xizang uses enticing images
and stop-motion collage-paper-cut-
out-animation clips to not only tell,
but especially to show, what these
policies mean. It features vivid,
real-life experiences like yak rides,

prayer flags and ethnic dances —
things that, in fact, have more to do
with the measures deliberated at
the two sessions than many of us
might initially think. These relata-
ble motifs show audiences how the
two sessions shape the ways that
policy shapes culture, that, in turn,
shapes our actual lives.

Another innovative approach in
which I've used media convergence
to tell Xizang’s stories is to syner-
gize perhaps the most traditional
surviving storytelling format — the
long-form printed paper book —
and new media short videos. That
is, the chapters in my book, Closer
to Heaven, feature QR codes that
readers can scan to watch related
videos. This makes it a print book
that you not only read but also
“watch” with your phone. I'm
re-creating this novel approach
with my forthcoming travel-
ogue, Off the Wall.

I hope to experiment more
with emerging technologies to
imagine even more dynamic
ways of telling Xizang’s stories to
the world. For instance, I imag-
ine using AI to make endemic
animals’ mouths move and liter-
ally give them voices.

I could chat with a talking snow
leopard about ecological protec-
tion, or with a yak about improve-
ments to herders’ lives.

Ilook forward to continuing to
explore new dimensions of Xizang’s
past, present and future, and to
find new dynamic ways to chroni-
cle the region’s development. That
is, to explore more effective
approaches to bringing stories
from the “roof of the world” to
every corner of our planet.

No joke.

Contact the writer at
erik_nilsson@chinadaily.com.cn



