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As China transférms a’famlly is
caught between the welght of
tradition and the pull of progress
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In 1991, as China undergoes sweeping socio-economic
changes that drive many to leave their rural villages in
pursuit of work in the cities, 10-year-old Chuang, the third
child of his family, must remain in the village due to family
plans. Against the backdrop of modernization, as the advent

of technology reshapes their traditional way of life, cycles of
births, deaths, marriages, and funerals reveal the enduring
weight of tradition and the pressures of balancing familial
responsibilities with a rapidly changing world.
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For over three thousand years, until the 1980s, China
was an agriculture-based social system, where
Chinese farmers created the vast majority of social
wealth. People were rooted in the land, and their
clothing, food, housing, and transportation all
depended on labor, or as the film title says, living on
that land. However, due to low productivity,
uncontrollable natural disasters and man-made
difficulties, this system also brought immense
survival pressure to farmers' lives. To survive in such
an environment, the Chinese people had to become
diligent, resilient, and possess a deep sense of
obedience and endurance. Family unity was essential,
serving as a foundation for overcoming unknown

risks and ensuring stability across generations.

As a result, in the values of the Chinese people,
forfeiting individual happiness for the benefit of the
nation and the family is often viewed as a noble

moral virtue.

By 1991, China’s economic reforms and
technological revolution quickly extended to the vast
rural areas. Industrial machines began to gradually
replace manual labor, and resources needed for
industrial production, such as petroleum, began to
encroach upon the traditional resource of the land.
At the same time, urban industrial construction
required a large workforce, prompting many farmers
to migrate to cities in search of survival
opportunities. Under these circumstances, the
traditional Rinship relations and rural ecological
systems that had sustained Chinese agricultural
civilization for thousands of years began to
disintegrate.



“LIVING THE LAND" explores the profound impact of
this historical moment on the traditions, emotions,
and relationships of the Chinese people. Like an
unstoppable wind, these changes swept through

every aspect of life.

Set in rural China in 1991, the film's story and
emotions are rooted in centuries of history, culture,
and tradition while also reflecting the mindset of

contemporary Chinese society today.

| wanted to depict how, when collectivist social
policies collided with traditions shaped over
millennia, people were forced to adapt in ways that
challenged their very way of life. | also felt it was
important to depict the immense pressures that
women faced - both socially and physically - that
left lasting and often irreversible harm. These topics
are vast, but are reflected in the personal stories of

this one family.

My cinematographer Guo Daming and | considered
the cinematic language to play a very important role.
We wanted the film to feel contemporary—not
purely naturalistic or confined to realism. How to
incorporate my perspective and attitude, while
supporting the narrative and creating atmosphere,
was a topic of ongoing discussion during the filming
process. Long takes, tracking shots, and the
composition of intricate tableaus

helped us achieve this. Collaborating with composer
Wan Jianguo and sound editor Li Tao to build rich,
layered sound design was also important in shaping

the film's texture.

We shot the film over a year, following the natural
seasons to highlight the self-sufficiency of
traditional rural life and its deep, cyclical connection
to nature. Through the film, audiences witness how
people cultivate their own food, build homes from
the land, and sew quilts and clothes from the cotton
they grow. While these elements are simple to
describe in writing, bringing them to life on screen

required meticulous planning and execution.



Huo Meng
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