A Family by Yellow River
(Thoughts & part of the Diary during shooting)
Written by QIU Min in Chinese, Nov 2003

Translated by Xiaoxiao Yan, Kenong Guan, Nov 2003
Why We Chose to Film a Shanxi Village
Our objective is to record how the rural China has been changing.

Accordingly we have selected Lijiashan Village in Luliang Area of Shanxi Province for a tail-after filming which will last at least 5 years.

This is a village under the administration of Qikou Town. The town, lying on the Yellow River, opposite to Shenxi Province across the River, is within the central zone of Huangtu Plateau Culture in midland China. In history Qikou was a transport hinge connecting Sichuan to the west and Baotou (Inner Mongolia) to the northwest. Still seen today are a lot of buildings in style of Ming or Qing Dynasty. On market days, when one walks amid the ancient buildings and the hawing by modern peddlers, one cannot help feeling perplexed. You feel as if you were traveling with history itself – the mood is too complex to comb name.

Lijiashan Village happens to lie here. There is only an extremely difficult road to it, most part of which is slopes of over 30 degrees. When it rains or snows, even tough jeeps cannot manage.

Lijiashan’s households are scattered on the slopes of mountains, with the Yellow River flowing below. People fetch water from a spring outside the village, and it usually costs half an hour on the rough way. The water access is really difficult and necessities are really rare.

The family of Li Quansheng could be regarded as fairly well-to-do for the general conditions of the village. The Li’s grew a mu of date trees, and last year they expanded it to 8 mu. The trees will promisingly bring about handsome income, though it still depends because of lack of water. But Li Quansheng is an able man, for he can play such traditional musical instruments as Suona and Banhu, thus he gets a pay of about 1000 yuan a year by helping in the neighbourhood’s weddings and funerals.

 His is a family of five. His eldest son, Li Yansheng, aged 19, works for a boss in  clothes business in the capital city Taiyuan. The lad cherishes a hope to become a boss himself. The second son, Li Hailong, is a second-year student at a junior middle school in town. Happily for the family, he is a good student. The parents want him to further his education at a normal school, but Hailong’s own dream is to go to senior middle school and then to college. The worry is that the tuition for only the senior middle school will be nearly 1000 yuan a school year. Li’s daughter, Li Haixia, is 13 year old. The career her parents have designed for her is to marry well at the age of 19. Now she is the most easy-going person in the family.

Li Quansheng’s 38-year-old wife Yang Haiyan is in charge of the whole household’s everyday life, doing the cooking, washing, etc. She has her own skills – dancing Yangge (a traditional regional dance) and singing a kind of ditty. So she often go with her husband to people’s weddings and funerals for a share of pay. Sometimes she makes clothes for others, for each article charging 20 yuan or so.

Most young people in their twenties go out as labourers in towns or cities. Only during big festivals like the Spring Festival do they return for the family reunion. Children of the village go to school and the aged lead a leisurely life. It is the prime-aged that support the families. With a slow  tempo, Lijiashan Village has been quietly  changing.

 

Pages from a Diary During the Filming

New Years Day, 2000

Night has fallen upon the village. Nothing can be seen except several dots of lights flickering on the other side of the mountain.  Nor is anything heard but the breeze and a cough bursting from the deep of the dark. The second son of the Li’s, Hailong, has gone to a friend’s. I am a little worried: will there be any danger on the dark mountain roads? It reminds me of my childhood. The same dark night, the equally difficult road, I was walking towards my friend’s house. That was a small county town in Yeli, Xinjiang. My friend was a lad of Hui nationality. The two of us talked about our 16-year-old ambitions – how we would adventure in the world. I never went astray, and never had a fall in the dark. Hailong never does, either. I wonder what their ambitions are in this modern world. Hailong’s left arm is cripple, and one of the eyes can seen almost nothing, a result of an exploder accident. But he is a good student, hoping so much to enter college. I can tell he will suffer a lot in the future. Is it fair for him and his parents？If not, what or who should be responsible?

December 28 of the Chinese lunar calendar, 2000

The village people have seldom eaten meat. Though the Spring Festival is drawing near, their main food is still vegetables. It is said that they used to be too poor to eat meat, but nowadays it has become their habit of diet. Of course, they remain poor. Potato noodles, cabbages, potatoes, noodles – these are regarded very delicious meals;  two meals a day, never able to change for anything else. The plates they use for meals are often a hundred years old.

The TV evening programme they are watching is an ad before the column of “A Mobilisation to be joyful”, in which some film stars from Taiwan and Hong Kong wish people well on the eve of the Festival, saying “We whish you to make a big fortune!” and something else like this. I wonder whether the Li’s include themselves into this luck. A second thought makes me feel silly – they may be enjoying life much more than I. How dare I judge others’ way of living. Probably I have been too affected.

Someone outside the village is playing a tune by Suona, a tune called “A new Era”.

The Li’s wear their usual expression on the face, nothing special for the Festival. I have noticed most of the village people are that way.

I and Li Quansheng chatted about the future. He said, no money, no plan for the future. What has put him to a dilemma is Hailong’s further education. The yearly tuition of 800 yuan of senior middle school is impossible, so he wants the son to enter a normal school. Hailong’s dream, however, is to go to senior middle school, then to college, and to be an engineer (when I asked Hailong about his dream, he was too shy to say a single word.  It was his sister, impatient, that spoke for him. Many country kids are afraid of meeting strangers, and what they say, if they DO, are like sentences taken from a typical official document, which is a result of their teachers’ and the village cadres’ training.) 

But Hailong’s sister Haixia is different. She is easily made happy, and is not timid at all before the camara.

Li Quansheng in the end murmured something about two uncompleted cave-houses by the side of the Yellow River.  They expect to stay there for a few days next year to open some vegetable fields. Again Haixia disclosed the secret. That is the house prepared for Hailong’s marriage. So I became curious about Hailong’s life in the future. 

Li Quansheng used to grow a mu of date trees, and last year they expanded it to 8 mu. The trees will promisingly bring about handsome income in five years. The problem is that Lijiashan Village depends on heaven for water, as well as for crops (they only have a mountain spring outside the village, and the travel to fetch water takes them 30 minutes). The Lis’ get an income of about 2000 yuan from the fields. Playing musical instruments at people’s weddings and funerals is a source of another 1000 yuan or so. Their eldest son is a seasonal labourer in Taiyuan and seldom comes back home.  Such is the life of the family of five. What is most needed in this village are roads and water.

 

December 29 of the Chinese lunar calendar, 2000

It began to snow in the morning, making a quiet scene in the mountain village. The snow is fairly light, and the noise of the village is gentle. I think of Lu Xun’s description of Luzhuang Village. What a liveliness there during the Festival! But everything tastes water-like here.

As soon as they got up in the morning, Li Quansheng talked to Hailong about a little recorder he plans to buy for the son. It costs 30 yuan (Things can be very strange in the country.  Only 30 yuan? What kind of recorder is it? Can it work?) I asked Hailong why he needed the machine, but he said nothing, his head drooped shyly. I had to give up.

Towards noon, Li Quansheng murmured some reason or other. In one word, they did not buy the recorder.

I failed to stop myself from buying one for Hailong in the small shop. I have been careful not to bring any change to the life of the Li’s. But now when I saw Hailong kept silent sadly, I felt he was a kid just like my own brother. Anyway to the essence changes have occurred because of our arrival. The only thing we could try is to maintain an acceptable degree.

The 30-yuan-valuable recorder sent out popular songs in this 100-year-old cave-house, accompanying the chatting of the family.

Li Quansheng had circled the house with some coal, and now he lit it, explaining that this could drive away the evil and the unlucky. But many more village people have stopped doing this.

In the evening I specially invited Hailong to play cards. I found this lad was very clever, capable to calculate while playing. He often smiled on me cunningly, and, swaying the cards in his hand, said: the pig is yours.

The whole family are kind to us, especially Haixia and Hailong, though the brother is more inward-looking in character, and less lively than the sister.
January 1 of the Chinese lunar calendar, 2000 (the first day of the Spring Festival)

In the afternoon Li Quansheng played Banhu for us, which attracted a lot of nearby people.

Li Quansheng said that peasants spend the first several days of the Festival  on relaxation. He seems a little shy for having nothing to do, but on common days I have never found him heavily engaged by something.  Generally life in the country is leisurely. Of course I mean my own sentiment, just the way a millionaire watches fisherfolk sunning their nets and remarks: life is romantic! This superficial way of thinking makes people foolish.

One day when I got up early and saw how quiet the village was, various thoughts roared over my mind like a long train. The quietness contained life of hundreds of years.

When dusk fell, laughters of kids spread far away from the mountain paths. Occasional sounds of firework came, and you could feel their touching power. I was moved but could not explain why.

People’s life is rotating in such stillness. Numerous hopes have been lit and numerous extinguished. Kids of the mountains have been growing up. They cannot afford education or cannot bend themselves in study, and then they go out of the mountains for all kinds of seasonal labour.  Everyone is struggling their way on the mountain path.

It was even quieter at night. Yesterday on New Year’s Eve every household lit up the ever-buring light. We could see vague shapes of cave-houses on the side of the mountain, with the lights twinkling in the dark.

I cannot tell how my coming to such a mountain village at such a season of the year will influence my life tomorrow.

At night lying on the warm Kang in the cave-house, I gazed at the roof and thought of all those who had been living here, including the elderly and the young, the generations in the Qing Dynasty, in the time of the Republic, and in modern times, also including the three of us film people. People have been living and reproducing on the Kang, thus hundreds of years have passed. Life is a great thing, stirring my mind and depriving my dream.

January 3 of the Chinese lunar calendar, 2000

Early this morning we filmed a funeral in the village. 

A white sheet of linen spread overhead, making a long line of scores of meters on the narrow mountain path. Crying was accompanied by the Suona, and the parade was escorted by sympathetic faces of neighbours. Watching the long line winding its way in the snow, one could sense the powerfulness of a tradition.

Now people were about to bury the coffin. Younger generations standing in the deep ditch began to trod on the earth which was thrown in with spades. Dust soon drowned them, and their figures appeared blurred down there. My heart sank suddenly for no reason. I thought I had got something great, but it was not likely to be able to broadcast that on TV.

 When the funeral money was burned, ashes flew everywhere in the sky. It looked as if the soul were flying to heaven.

The Li couple were both working for the funeral when their eldest son came home. This means the family is finally able to get together on the third day of the Festival. They chat, they eat, not so excitedly, but warmly.

《黄河人家》
拍摄构想及部分日记

作者：邱民
 

其主题应为纪录乡土中国在变化中的进程。

我们选择了山西吕梁地区碛口镇李家山村进行跟踪拍摄，保守的估计拍摄期为至少五年时间。

位于黄河岸边的碛口镇，位于中原黄土文化的核心地带，河的对岸就是陕西，历史上碛口既是西通秦蜀、北达包头并连接大西北的交通枢纽，目前那里还遗存着不少明清风格的建筑，遇上赶集，古朴沧桑的建筑风格与各式现代商品、小贩、叫卖交织在一起，行进在当中，一种惶惑油然而起。那种古老好象我们正行进在历史之中，万般思绪却又不知怎样条理。

李家山村便坐落于此，一条极难行进的山路，大部分大于30度的陡坡，到了雪天和雨天，连吉普车也无法上行。

李家山村散落在山坡，山腰之间，黄河在山村脚下流过。村外有泉水，挑一担水需要在山路上花费30分钟的时间。这是一个缺水少路的基础设施残缺的村庄。

李泉生一家在村中的生活算得上是中等人家，家中有一亩地的枣树，去年又补种7亩，五年后会有明显收益，但由于缺水，还是靠天吃饭。此外由于李泉生会吹唢呐、拉板胡，邻村和陕西临近村中的婚丧嫁娶都会请李泉生帮忙，这使得他会有将近千余元的额外收入。

李泉生一家五口人，大儿子李艳生在太原打工，帮老板做服装生意，今年19岁，他希望有一天也能自己做老板。

二儿子李海龙15岁，在镇中学读初二，学习非常好，家人希望他考师范中专，但海龙希望上高中，考大学。而高中一年的学费将近千元……

小女儿李小霞13岁，家人只希望19岁时能寻个好人家，而她本人是李家一家中最快乐的人。

李泉生的爱人扬燕梅38岁，除了操持一家大小的日常生活，也会扭秧歌，唱小调，经常和李泉生一起外出帮忙。自己有时也帮人做衣服，每套衣服挣个20多元钱手工费。

在村中20岁上下的年轻人一般都出外打工，到了春节或闲休时回家几天。孩子们上学，老人们无事养老，壮年撑起一家的生活维持温饱，李家山村就是这样在缓慢的
进程种悄然变化着。








 

 

山西拍摄日记
 

1        2000年元旦

村子到了夜晚，除了对面山坡上隐约恍惚的几盏亮点，再也看不到什么，听不到什么，偶尔有些风，几声咳嗽……二儿子海龙去找朋友玩，我一直担心这么黑的山路，会不会有什么危险。由此便也想起了我的少年，也是黑的夜，难走的山路，去找自己的朋友玩，那是新疆伊犁一个小的县城，四面环山，我的朋友是回族少年，我们在那样的黑夜里，说着闯荡江湖，说着十六岁的理想……从未走错过路，从未摔过跤。海龙也是如此，只是不知现如今他们的理想又是什么？海龙小时被雷管炸残了左手，一个眼睛的视力几乎为零。可是他学习好，希望上大学……我预感到海龙将承受巨大的痛苦，可是，海龙应该承担吗？他的父母应该承担吗？还是别的什么。

 

2        2000年春节  大年28

村里人都不太吃肉，以至年节时分，也以素菜为主。据说以前是穷，吃不起肉，后来慢慢养成习惯少粘荤腥，当然，现在也还是穷。天天的粉条、白菜、土豆、面，一天两顿，决不换样，据说还是当地的好饭。

吃饭时，盛菜用的盘竟然也有百年的历史。

晚上的电视，他们看的是《欢乐总动员》的广告，港台明星给大家拜年，恭喜发财之类，孩子们看的津津有味。我想知道，明星们说的给大家拜年发财时，李泉生一家是否也把自己算在内。然后又觉得自己多余，人家这样的生活或许比我的更有滋味，更真实。我又有什么资格去品评别人的生活，一种伪善的生活感受。

村外有人自娱自乐吹唢呐，吹的是《新时代》。

李家人一如往常，没有快过年时的那种兴奋，我发现村中很多人都是这样的表情。

与李泉生聊今后的打算，，他说没什么钱，所以没什么打算。现在愁的是海龙上中专还是高中，高中一年学杂费八百多元，这学杂费让李家人非常为难，李泉生希望儿子上师范中专，海龙不愿意，想上高中，考大学，将来做个工程师。（我问他以后想干什么，他羞涩，忸怩，就是一个字也说不出来，最后是她妹妹实在替他着急说了出来。太多的农村孩子怕见生人，说出的话也大部分是经过村支书和老师调教过的标准文件用语）。

海龙的妹妹小霞则很好，轻易就能快乐起来。在镜头面前毫不装饰。

李泉生终于又嘟囔出黄河滩上，有两孔新窑洞，还没修好，明年夏天可搬去几天，收拾那里的菜地。后来又是小霞透露，那是给海龙娶媳妇的新房。由此我对海龙今后的生活开始好奇起来。

以前，李泉生只种了一亩地的枣树，收个几百元，去年又补种了7亩枣树，估计5年以后会有明显收益。但李家山村是靠天吃水，这收成的好坏是老天给的。（只在村外有一眼泉，挑水需走三十分钟的坡路）他们一家一年地里的收成有2000元左右，帮人婚丧嫁娶吹奏，一年也能挣个一两千元。大儿子李艳生在太原打工，很少回家。一家五口人的生活也就是如此了。路和水是李家山村最需要的。

 

大年29

早上下雪，山村的雪景，显得很静，雪不大，村中的人声传入耳中也不大，不似我脑海中的年节气氛，想起鲁迅笔下的鲁镇，那种年节的热闹和心情，在这里都变得很平淡。

李泉生早晨与海龙商量，打算给他买个小录音机，大约30元（农村的东西挺绝，什么样的录音机才30元，我一直怀疑能听吗？）我问海龙买录音机做什么用，他依旧羞涩的样子，低着头，死不吭声，我有些无奈。

中午，李泉生说了个什么原因，总之没买录音机。

最终，我没忍住去小商店，给海龙买了下来。我一直不想因为我们而使李家的生活发生什么样的变化。但看到海龙不吭声，总觉得这是自己弟弟一样的孩子……况且这本身就是主观的，是我眼里的生活，，从本质上说，这种变化（因我们的出现而产生的变化）是客观存在的，只是注意把握好度而已。

在这一百多年的老窑洞里，三十元的录音机放着流行歌曲，和着鼓风机和家人闲聊的声音。

李泉生在屋外围了一圈煤，晚上点着，据说可以辟邪，但现在村中已经有很多人不这样做了。

晚上，特意拉海龙打拱猪。发现这小子极聪明，算得很准。经常一脸坏笑的冲着我，晃晃手中的牌说：猪和变压器都给你。

李泉生一家人对我们很好，特别是小霞和海龙，只是海龙更内向一些，不如他的妹妹那么活泼。

 

大年初一

初一下午，李泉生给我们拉板胡，吸引了很多人。

李泉生说过年头几天在农村就是休息。因为没什么事，他好象有点不好意思。可我在平常也没觉得他有多忙。农村生活还是闲适，当然我只是说我在农村的这几天的感受之一。完全是那种属于富翁看着在海边晒鱼网的渔民说，生活的多浪漫啊！这种不知所以的恶劣思维方式，不知让多少人变得愚蠢。

有一天很早起床，看着李家山村的安静，心中莫名其妙的不知想了些什么，那种沉静包容着几百年来无数的生活。

黄昏时，孩子们在山间的小路上嬉笑的声音传到很远，偶尔几声爆竹的回响，有十分的质感，我有些感动，但为什么，却又说不清楚。

人们的生活也就是这样的在沉寂中轮转，无数的希望有的延续，有的破灭。山里的孩子们长大了，上不起学或是根本无心学习便出外打工，每个人都是如此的在山路上艰难的行走。

夜里，更是安静，三十的晚上，家家点起长明灯，在远处的山上，依稀看见窑洞的轮廓，三盏五盏错落在黑暗中闪烁。

在这样的时候，来到这样的山村我不知道对我今后的生活有什么影响。

晚上在窑洞的火炕上，看着屋顶想到这一百多年的窑洞中，老的，少的，清的，民国的和现在的，再加上我们三个，多少人在这间窑洞中生活，这火炕上又有多少人在上面繁衍生息，百年流转……想想真是非常壮观，令人叹为观止，越想越睡不着。

 

大年初三  元月27

今日一早，拍摄村中的丧礼。

在那条窄的山路上，几十米的白布在每个人的头顶上，绵延展开，唢呐和着哭声，邻里围观的面孔，长长的队伍在雪中的山村绵延，隐约感受一种传统的力量。

准备下葬的时候，深坑中的的儿孙们将铲向洞中的土一下一下踩实，土扬起的灰尘迅速将他们淹没，身影在坑中若隐若现，不知为什么，我的心沉了一下。觉得拍到了好东西，但可能播不了。

烧纸的时候，纸灰漫天飞舞，仿佛真的有些灵魂去往西方。

李泉生夫妇都在为丧事帮忙时，大儿子李艳生回来了，一家人终于在初三的时候团聚了。一家人聊天、吃饭，很平淡，但温暖。

 

 

 

今年，２００１年，他们的生活依然这样 其中的变化是 小儿子考上了高中，大儿子快结婚了 还是想能够出去打工挣钱。
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