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The New Observer
One of the Goliaths of 

Chinese media, director Zhang 
Yimou is best known for his  
use of color and his diverse 
portrayals of adversity among 
the lower class.  His works 
range from fast-paced martial 
arts films to sweeping trag-
edies, including award-win-
ning classics like Hero, The 
House of Flying Daggers, 
and Raise the Red Lantern.  
After the epic scale and stag-
gering budget of his most re-
cent project—The Curse of 
the Golden Flower, which 
cost $45 million—Zhang 
returns to simplicity with 
Under the Hawthorn Tree, 
a tale of forbidden romance 
during the Cultural Revolu-
tion.  Released in Chinese 
theaters in September, the 
story follows the relation-
ship between an impover-
ished student and the son of a 
powerful official.

The film is unpretentious 
in its artistry.  After the elabo-
rate props and sweeping shots 
that saturated The Curse of 
the Golden Flower, Under the 
Hawthorn Tree’s muted pal-
ette and simple techniques are 
refreshing.  Star-crossed lovers 
Jingqiu (Zhou Dongyu) and 
Laoshan (Shawn Dou) are both 
played by relatively unknown 
actors.  Almost documentary-
like in its narrative structure, 

the simplicity of the film is a 
deliberate parallel to the in-
nocence of the romance it por-
trays: the relationship between 
Jingqiu and Laoshan focuses 
purely on emotional aspects, 
unfolding like a children’s sto-
ry.  Love at first sight? Pure, 

virginal heroine? Good man 
with eyes for only one woman? 
Check, check, and check.  From 
the couple’s first encounter to 
their final and tragic separa-
tion, Under the Hawthorn Tree 
hits just about every archetype 
in the young romance genre.  

To its credit, this movie 
never claimed to be a block-
buster.  It is simultaneously 
predictable and substantial; 
understated, and yet melan-
choly.  Unlike many modern 
releases, it refuses to push its 

appeal by selling sex and scan-
dal.  On the other hand, the 
narrative approach—including 
frequent fade-outs to blocks of 
exposition—creates an uncom-
fortable distance between the 
viewer and the story behind the 
screen.  Some may find that the 
characters lack color outside of 
their relationship.  Jingqiu and 
Laoshan are ideals, and as such 
their romance is portrayed as 
literally perfect.  No internal 
conflicts arise; the few hiccups 
stem from either outside cir-
cumstances or from quickly-
resolved misunderstandings.  
The relationship stays sweet 
and simple all the way up to its 
tidy conclusion.

Still, Under the Hawthorn 
Tree does what it was intended 
to well.  A candid portrayal of 
China during the Cultural Rev-
olution, it uses an overarching 
romance as the perfect vehicle 
to covey the attitude of the 
times as well as the challeng-
es faced by the people back 
then.  The cynic will come 
away with a little bit of history 
and a whole lot of relief from 
Hollywood entertainment; the 
romantic will enjoy the por-
trayal of a tender love.  Zhang 
Yimou’s latest work, although 
not ambitious, is hardly a waste 
of time—give it a chance, and 
it might even be unforgettable.

The Kno is the perfect ex-
perience for hands-on learning.  
Using a touch-screen panel, 
this gadget allows you to have 
all your textbooks, notebooks, 
browser, and many more apps 
right at your fingertips.  “Most 
of the companies that hope to 
take on Apple in the white-hot 
market for tablets are industry 
giants like Dell, Google, HP, 
Microsoft and Samsung.  But 
among the startups looking to 
become tablet contenders, Kno 
stands out,” said a review in 
the New York Times.

The Kno is available in ei-
ther the single 14” screen panel 
or the dual 14” screen panel 
with either 16 GB or 32 GB of 
storage space.  It comes with a 
pen stylus, which you can use 
as if you were writing regu-

larly.  The Kno allows you to 
write all over the digital book 
and create sticky notes for 
places where you need to go 
back to review or that are im-
portant.  Besides the pen stylus, 
there’s also a virtual keyboard 
provided to type class notes 
or reports.  The Kno lets you 
do research right on the spot 
with its built-in browser that 
connects you to your school’s 
WiFi or any other local WiFi 
automatically.  In the browser, 
you can open or make PDF 
files and mark notes in them, 
or access GoogleDocs and Of-
fice Live.  The Kno supports 
both HTML5 and Adobe Flash 
10.1.  Other applications in-
clude the calendar, calculator, 
email, ebooks, collaborative 
whiteboards, and interactive 

flash cards to make studying 
more effective between Kno 
users.

As for textbooks, the Kno 
has collaborated with major 
academic publishers, including 
but not limited to McGraw-
Hill, John Wiley & Sons, 
Pearson, and Cengage Learn-
ing.  Prices for textbooks on 
the Kno are also cheaper than 
if you were to buy them from 
a bookstore.  Not only do you 
save up to 20-50%, but you 
can also save trees, have text-
books instantly delivered, and 
have the option to rent or buy 
the textbooks.  The online text-
books also have lots of features 
as well.  You can highlight and 
take notes right on the digital 
textbook.  Furthermore, if you 
touch a word and then the defi-

nition, it will immediately take 
you to the browser and search 
the word up for you on Google.  
Plus, these textbooks also link 
to videos that explain a certain 
topic being discussed in the 
book.  

Throughout the course of 
the school year, folders and 
binders can start to pile up from 
an overload of papers, home-
work, and packets.  With the 
Kno, you won’t have to deal 
with misplaced papers and an 
overflow of papers.  Everything 
will be stored in your Kno.  The 
Kno organizes all your materi-
als by term and course, linking 
your books, bookmarked web-
sites, and notes all together. 
Mom, Dad, I know what I want 
for Christmas!

The idea of extraterrestrial 
life coming to Earth has be-
come very popular in our soci-
ety, and people of all ages have 
become curious about what is 
beyond our planet.  Recently 
scientists in California have 
found interesting new bacteria 
that live off of arsenic in-
stead of phosphorus.

Until this dis-
c o v e r y , 
scientist 
had be-
lieved that 
all life 
on Earth 
needed six 
elements to 
survive: carbon, 
hydrogen, nitro-
gen, oxygen, sulfur, and 
phosphorus.  However, 
this newly-discovered 
bacteria is called GFAJ-
1 can survive and grow 
on arsenic instead of on 
phosphorous.  Ironically, 
arsenic is supposed to 
be poisonous and 
will kill life.  

According to 
Carl Pilcher, di-
rector of NASA’s Astrobiol-
ogy Institute at Moffett Field, 
California, “Until now a life-
form using arsenic as a build-
ing block was only theoretical, 
but now we know such life ex-
ists in Mono Lake.” Research-
ers performed an experiment 
in which arsenic successfully 
took the place of phosphorus.  
But does this mean that there 
are aliens out in the universe 
that are living on arsenic? For 
now, nobody knows.

When this story first 
came out, people everywhere 
jumped to conclusions.  This 
discovery only shows that we 
have moved forward and that 
there is a possibility that there 
is life somewhere other than on 
Earth.  This was not the only 
discovery that can help prove 
there is life on other planets.  
Scientists have now found 
that there are three times more 
stars in the universe than pre-
viously thought.  The reason 
the estimated number of stars 
has tripled is because scien-
tists have been undercounting 
red dwarf stars.  Red dwarves 
are stars that are about a third 
of the mass of our sun.  Based 
on the new estimate, there are 

roughly 300 sextillion (300,00
0,000,000,000,000,000,000, or 
3 x 1023) stars in the universe.  
The more stars there are in the 
universe, the more space there 
is.  If there is more space we 
do not know about then there 

is a larger possibility of life 
out there.

But with a high 
profile announce-
ment like this there 
is bound to be criti-
cism.  Some people 
also think that the 

findings are flawed 
because they believe 
that the scientists who 

announced the discov-
ery just want public 
attention.  Many 
scientists including 
chemists believe that 
the microbe can swap 

phosphorus for arsenic 
in its biomolecules.  Even 
with this criticism, the 

world would like to 
believe that there 
is life beyond our 
planet.

As technology 
improves and we understand 
more about our own world, 
we’ll be able to get closer and 
closer to determining whether 
or not there is intelligent life 
elsewhere in the universe.  But 
for now, we still don’t know.

All You Need to “Kno”

By Stacy Liu

Arsenic Aliens

By Ximin Wang

Under the Hawthorn Tree
By Tian Rei Wu
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The New Observer

Winter break is the week 
between semesters when we 
enjoy our free time by spend-
ing time with our family and 
friends.  During winter break, 
we usually go and have fun 
at the movies or on the ski 
slopes.  However, we should 
all remember that we can 
also go to museums or read 
books—learning doesn’t stop 
just because school is closed 
for break.

For example, 
the Cleopatra 
exhibition at the 
Franklin Institute is 
a magnificent exhibit 
that includes a lot of the 
relics that were recently 
discovered in the Mediter-
ranean Sea.  Some of those 
relics include the giant statues 
of Egyptian gods and statues 
of Cleopatra’s family.  The ex-
hibition is made complete by 
including things that Cleopatra 
used during her rein as the last 
queen of Egypt.  The Cleopa-

tra exhibition may not be as 
famous as the King Tut ex-
hibit, but in Egyptian history, 
Cleopatra is just as famous as 
Tutankhamen, and the exhibit 
itself is certainly worth see-
ing.  

Before seeing this ex-
hibition, I only 
knew a few super-

ficial facts about Queen 
Cleopatra.  After viewing the 
exhibition, I was able to un-
derstand her love life and her 
family.  I understood her rule 
over Egypt and how Egypt 
fell to the Roman Empire after 
Cleopatra’s death.  The statues 

of Cleopatra and of her chil-
dren were created carefully, 
with a lot of emphasis on the 
facial features.  Unfortunately, 
because of this, I was unable to 
take photographs in the exhibi-
tion halls.  

If you’re not interested in 
going to see a museum exhib-
it, perhaps a book will interest 

you.  The Catcher in the 
Rye by J.D.  

Salinger is a 
novel about 
the coming-

of-age of a six-
teen-year-old 

boy.  The main 
character, Holden 
Caulfield, has 
many problems, 
like the inability 

to control his anger and his ad-
diction to alcohol.  This is un-
like a book by Mark Twain or 
Charles Dickens; it is a novel 
about a teenager maturing into 
an adult.  Holden has always 
acted like a child in the body 

of an adult, and has trouble 
connecting with people be-
cause they treat him poorly.  

The story of The Catcher 
in the Rye is extremely relat-
able for teenagers like me be-
cause of the sarcastic nature of 
the main character and his re-
lationships with other people.  
The novel makes me feel like 
I’m there with Holden when he 
drops out of school and wan-
ders the city instead of return-
ing home.  The Catcher in the 
Rye is a great book because it 
perfectly captures the transi-
tion from teenager to adult 
through Holden’s adventures.

Reading and going to 
museums are my favorite ac-
tivities during winter break 
because they make learning 
enjoyable.  Of course, because 
not everyone enjoys museums 
or reading, this article just 
presents some options. I hope 
all you readers enjoy win-
ter break, whatever it is you 
choose to do!

What to Do This Winter Break

By Yan Wang2010’s Top 10 Video Game Flops
I’m not much of a gamer 

(I’m more of a movie-watch-
er), but even I know that for 
every great game that comes 
out (Red Dead Redemption!), 
about a dozen bad ones get re-
leased as well.  Fortunately, it 
seems that people were smart 
enough to buy Red Dead Re-
demption and completely ig-
nore some of the other traves-
ties released throughout the 
year.  So now let’s take a look 
at some the games that didn’t 
quite cut it for us.  

Final Fantasy XIV—Fi-
nal Fantasy is easily one the 
most beloved game franchis-
es of all time, having released 
plenty of great games over 
its long lifespan.  But, alas, 
one cannot have so many hits 
without a few misses.  Unlike 
most Final Fantasy games, 
Final Fantasy XIV Online, a 
new MMORPG from Square 

Enix, is very, very repetitive.  
The quests are few and far 
between (not to mention bor-
ing) and they’re all mostly the 
same.  I have a lot of respect 
for the Final Fantasy series, 
but to the makers of the se-
ries, I say: time to move on, 
guys!

Power Gig: Rise of the 
Six String—This music game 
has something that Guitar 
Hero and Rock Band never 
had: an actual guitar as 
a controller! If only 
you could play good 
songs on it, which 
you can’t.  And if 
the guitar worked 
as smoothly as the 
ones from Guitar 
Hero, it would be 
even better.  Aside 
from that, the graphics offer 
nothing; back to Guitar Hero 
for me.

Star Wars: The Force Un-
leashed II—The original SW:

TFU was (from what I heard) 
an awesome game, and people 

had high hopes for its sequel.  
Needless to say, the ones who 
played it had their hopes 
slaughtered immediately—
literally.  This game takes on 
average about five hours to 
beat.  It’s not so much a bad 
game as it is a highly disap-
pointing one.  Hey, at least 

it had more to offer than 
the Terminator Salva-

tion game, right?
Green Day 

Rock Band—The 
Rock Band title 
for The Beatles 
was pretty 

a w e s o m e , 
but this 
game was 

a lot less in-
novative than 

that game (and a 
little less fun to 

play).  This game was actually 
pretty fun, but I guess Green 

Day’s music just isn’t the kind 
of music to play along with.  
There’s really no reason not 
to play this game, other than 
the fact that its predecessor is 
so much better.

Alan Wake—Why did 
this have to be released along-
side Red Dead Redemption, 
why? Thanks to this one little 
marketing blunder, an abso-
lutely fantastic game sadly 
failed to enter many gamers’ 
houses.  This game had an 
excellent story, great game-
play, and scary moments, and 
was everything a game should 
be.  And it took five years to 
make.  People should have at 
least bought it in gratitude.

Prince of Persia: The 
Forgotten Sands—The Prince 
of Persia series is full of fun 
games to play, but this game 
was a heck of a lot simpler 
than its predecessors, as well 
as a lot shorter.  It’s still really 
fun, but not as charming as the 
previous games.

Dead Space Ignition—A 
prequel to the classic Dead 
Space seems like a cool idea.  
Until you realize that its man-
ner of execution is that of a 
comic book.  Its execution 
stinks, the story tells nothing, 
and it made a lot of people 
suffer.  That is one horrible, 
horrible game.

Iron Man 2—This is the 
game that I feel most satisfied 
putting on this list.  Why? Be-
cause it’s terrible! It’s only 4 
hours long (even on Normal 
mode) and the voice acting is 
awful.  Sure, you get to blow 
stuff up, but there is no co-op 
or multiplayer or online or 
anything extra to divert you 
from the horrible main game.  
I’m glad no one bought this 
game, because it’s Terminator 
Salvation all over again, and 
it agonizes my soul to know 
games like this one get made.

So there you have it: the 
worst video game flops of 
2010.  Better luck next year, 
gaming companies!

By Henggao Cai 


