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Questions About Pockets
Research that’s been hidden for more than a century

compiled by Katherine Lee, Improbable Research staff

The journal Notes and Queries is a first stop, or sometimes a place of last resort, for researchers who seek specific 
things. In the nineteenth century, the journal helped fuel or calm several heated discussions about pockets. Here are some 
notable items.

Hands in the Pockets
“Hands in the Pockets,” Notes and Queries, vol. 6, no. 
142, 1852, p. 54

Women’s False Pockets
“Women’s False Pockets,” W.C.H., Notes and 
Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 291, 1897, p. 68.

“Women’s False Pockets,” Thomas J. Jeakes, Notes 
and Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 294, 1897, p. 135.

“Women’s False Pockets,” G.F. Blandford, Notes and 
Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 294, 1897, p. 136.

“Women’s False Pockets,” Ratcliffe, Notes and 
Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 299, 1897, p. 231.

“Women’s False Pockets,” John E. Norcross, Notes 
and Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 299, 1897, p. 231.

“Women’s False Pockets,” M., Notes and Queries, vol. 
s8-XII, no. 299, 1897, p. 231.

“Women’s False Pockets,” Helen E. Watney, Notes 
and Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 301, 1897, p. 271.

“Women’s False Pockets,” Julian Marshall, Notes and Queries, vol. s8-XII, no. 301, 1897, p. 271.
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AIR Vents
Exhalations from 
our readers
NOTE: The opinions expressed 
here represent the opinions 
of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the 
opinions of those who hold 
other opinions.

Great Aunt 
Grace, Exhumed
This drawing 
of my Great 
Aunt Grace 
Walton was 
made on the 
occasion of 
her being 
awarded the 
Stokes-Hitton 
Medal at 
Leeds many 
years ago. 
I was not 
present, as I 
was several 
decades 
from being 
conceived, 
but the event 
is still talked 
of in the 
family. Great Aunt Grace went 
through her professional life 
as a man. She was noted and 
admired as both an inventor 
and a steam enthusiast. She 
chaired numerous committees 
in scientific and industrial 
societies, and had red hair. We 
are attempting to have her re-

buried, and to that end would 
like to hear from anyone who 
possesses documentation that 
she was a woman and not a 
man, a fact that was unknown 
to all of her professional 
peers during her lifetime, and 
that she had red hair, a fact 
that, though well known, was 
apparently seldom reduced to 
paper.

Tolbert Walton McKee, 
Ph.D.

Tooting, UK

Purported 
Sisters Protest
It is unfortunate to discover 

that your 
prestigious 
journal publishes 
such poorly 
researched 
letters.  First 
the Chicken, 
Chicken, 
Chicken debacle 
(“Chicken, 
Chicken, 
Chicken,” AIR 
12:5), and now 
the Sister, Sister 
calamity (“One: 
Too Many 
Wenzes” and 
“Two: Too Many 
Wenzes,” AIR 
Vents 13:3).

We are up to our ears 
in hamsters, lungflukes, 
cowards and timid beings, 
and are offended on accounts 
too numerous to itemize. 
Suffice it to say that one of 
these offenses is that you 
have mistaken us for sisters 
(although one of us finds this 

misclassification flattering, if 
shocking); the other is that we 
now suspect that AIR may not 
be a peer reviewed journal. 
Please review your policies to 
prevent this type of thing in 
the future.

Dr. Linda Wenze
Associate Professor

Department of Health Care 
and Public Administration

Long Island University, 
C.W. Post Campus

Brookville, New York

Susan Wenze, M.A.
The American University

Washington, D.C.

Prolific Sisters 
Protest
Why do you publicize the 
Wenze sisters, Linda and 
Susan? My sister Grete and I 
have, between us, published 
far more studies than they 
have, albeit in journals that 
are not often catalogued in 
the big databases. We are 
the superior Wenze sisters, 
and we would welcome your 
acknowledgement of the fact.

Dr. Sylvia Wenze, Ph.D.
Vienna, Austria

Dr. Grete Wenze, Ph.D.
Vienna, Austria

Wenze Dysphoria 
Admirer
I am delighted to read the 
letter from S. Wenze and 
her sister. I am a longtime 
admirer of S. Wenze. Her 
latest publication, “Influence 
of Dysphoria on Positive and 
Negative Cognitive Reactivity 

to Daily Mood Fluctuations,” 
in the May 2007 issue of 
Behaviour Research and 
Therapy, is a pippin.

R.S. Ban
Samut Prakan

Thailand

Wenze Tooth 
Masterpiece
I must protest all the attention 
you give to the Wenze sisters. 
There are other Wenzes in 
the world, you know. My 
favorite is A. Wenze, co-
author of the study “Clinical 
and Laboratory Radiographic 
Caries Diagnosis. A Study of 
the Same Teeth,” which was 
published in the June 1996 
issue of Dentomaxillofacial 
Radiology. My wife and I 
enjoy reading it aloud to each 
other of an evening, after our 
work is done.

Peter Arthur Thaler, DMD
Launceston, Tasmania

Australia

i: An/The/An, Uh
Regarding the articles titled 
“Where The,” “An/The/
An Index of Confusion,” 
and “Na and the Missing 
Library Books, “(AIR 12:4), 
I would like to point out the 
contributions of Apple (the 
computer, etc. maker) to the 
question of how “the” should 
be treated from an indexing 
point of view.

Take the iPod, Apple’s 
ubiquitous music player. If 
one browses one’s music 
collection on an iPod by artist, 
“the” is not indexed as the 
first word in an artist or band 

www.improbable.com
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name. Thus, The Beatles, 
Blur, and The Bar-Kays are 
all listed under B, Coldplay 
and The Clash are both listed 
under C, etc. However, if one 
browses by album or song 
title, “the” is indexed as the 
first word. Thus, the albums 
The Unforgettable Fire, The 
Essential Johnny Cash, and 
The Wall are all listed together, 
as are the songs The Bends, 
The Flowers of Guatemala, 
and The Jeep Song. Note that 
“a” is indexed the same way as 
“the” when browsing by album 
or by song title. 

Please note that iTunes, 
Apple’s ubiquitous music 
player application and the 
desktop interface for the iPod, 
treats “the” quite differently, 
in that it does not account for 
“the” at all when cataloging 
music by artist/band, album, or 
song. “A,” though, is counted 
as the first letter of an album 
or song title.

As I do not have music from 
any artists or bands whose 
name starts with “a,” I cannot 
speak to how the device or the 
software indexes this word 
in artist/band names. Perhaps 
another of your readers can 
investigate this.

Thomas R.M. Ulrich
Boston, MA

Mel in Barcelona, 
Correction Again 
Corrected
Once again, I am sorry to 
do this. Continued thanks 
for publishing the series of 
corrections I have been forced 

to make to the photograph 
from our archives that shows 
Mel during his brief visit to 
the city of Barcelona in 1929, 
My assitant has furnished 
convincing evidence that 
the man indicated in my last 
letter as being Mel is not Mel 
but is someone other than 
Mel. I have indicated on this 
corrected version (supplied) 
the true location of Mel as 
best we are able to determine. 
As I wrote in my previous 
letters, “Unfortunately he 
is not facing directly the 
camera, so the identification 
cannot be 100 percent.” I hope 
you can print this corrected 
corrected corrected corrected 
photograph.

Ramon Corbut
Senior Archivist

Archives of the Brothers of 
Historical Institute

Barcelona, Spain

Mel as 
Continuing 
Inspiration
Thank you for publishing my 
letter about Mel (AIR Vents 
13:1). But 
publishing it 
solved nothing. 
I am still 
unsatisfied 
with the 
explanations 
that have not 
appeared in 
your letters column about 
who this man is and why he is 
always in your letters column.

Janis Ziverts, M.D.
Salaspils, Latvia

http://www.improbable.com/
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Improbable Research 
Review
Improbable theories, experiments, and 
conclusions

compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable 
Research staff

Lights, Music, Carp
“Effect of Mozart’s Music (Romanze-Andante of ‘Eine Kleine Nacht 
Musik’, sol major, K525) Stimulus on Common Carp (Cyprinus carpio 
L.) Physiology Under Different Light Conditions,” S.E. Papoutsoglou, 
N. Karakatsouli, E. Louizos, S. Chadio, D. Kalogiannis, C. Dalla, A. 
Polissidis and Z. Papadopoulou-Daifoti, Aquacultural Engineering, vol. 
36, 2007, pp. 61–72. (Thanks to Berry Pinshow for bringing this to our 
attention.)

Bee-Mine Concern
“Can Honey Bees Assist in Area Reduction and Landmine Detection?”, 
Jerry J. Bromenshenk, Colin B. Henderson, Robert A. Seccomb, Steven D. Rice Robert T. Etter, Susan F.A. Bender, 
Philip J. Rodacy, Joseph A. Shaw, Nathan L. Seldomridge, Lee H. Spangler and James J. Wilson, Research, Development 
and Technology in Mine Action, no. 7.3, December 2003. The authors write that:

Of great concern to us is the need to properly train and certify anyone who intends to use bees in minefields.

Pope: Waving the Crab Claw
“Video Playback Experiments Testing the Function of Claw Waving in the Sand Fiddler Crab,” D.S. Pope, Behaviour, 

vol. 137, 2000, pp. 1349–60.

Penetrating Insight
“Rate of Penetration of a Porcupine Spine,” Albert R. Shadle and Donald Po-
Chedley, Journal of Mammalogy, vol. 30, no. 2, May 1949, pp. 172–3. The 
authors report that:

During the examination of one of the porcupines in the vivarium of 
the University of Buffalo, the animal became excited, and, as a result 
of its struggle, fell backwards from the porcelain top of the table. She 
fell upon the antero-lateral surface of the junior author’s right leg, 
embedding her spines primarily in the belly of the tibialis anterior 
muscle.

Fish Quease Inducer
“A Drop-Tower Experiment to Determine the Threshold of Gravity for Inducing Motion Sickness in Fish,” R.H. Anken 
and R. Hilbig, Advances in Space Research, vol. 34, no. 7, 2004, pp. 1592–7. The authors are at the University of 
Stuttgart-Hohenheim in Stuttgart, Germany.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a copy 
of the paper.

www.improbable.com
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Improbable Medical 
Review
Improbable diagnoses, techniques, and 
research

compiled by Bertha Vanatian, Improbable 
Research staff

Tales of the Unexpected: Chewing
“Effects of Dentition Status and Personality on Masticatory Performance 
and Food Acceptability,” R.I. Garcia, L.C. Perlmuter and H.H. Chauncey, 
Dysphagia, vol. 4, no. 2, 1989, pp. 121–6. (Thanks to Ann Pentallo for 
bringing this to our attention.) The authors report  that:

Masticatory and swallowing performance were diminished in persons 
with artificial dentition, and these individuals also perceived an increase 
in the difficulty of chewing raw carrots.

Nosological: Witchcraft Illness
“Witchcraft Illness in the Evuzok Nosological System,” L.M. Guimera, 
Culture Medicine and Psychiatry, vol. 2, no. 4, December 1978, pp. 373–96. 

Sound Medicine
“Rectal Examinations Can Improve Your Hearing,” Frances Marr, BMJ,  vol. 334, 2007, p. 85. (Thanks to Len Finegold 
for bringing this to our attention.) The author, who is at North Tyneside Hospital, Tyne and Wear, UK reports:

A profoundly deaf, elderly man was admitted to the emergency care centre where I work. Constipation seemed 
to be the primary medical problem, although communication was somewhat difficult because of his severe lack 
of hearing.

It was decided on the ward round that he needed a digital rectal examination, a task that was allocated to me. 
After several long minutes of shouting into the patient’s “good” ear, I had obtained consent from the entire 
admissions unit. As I began I noticed an unusual looking skin tag. Further investigation revealed that it was not, 
in fact, anatomical, but a hearing aid firmly wedged between his buttocks.

Hazards: Toothbrushing, Potato Chips
“Toothbrushing-Induced Epilepsy with Structural Lesions in the Primary 
Somatosensory Area,” W.J. D’Souza, T.J. O’Brien, M. Murphy, N.M. 
Trost and M.J. Cook, Neurology, vol. 68, 2007, pp. 769–71.  The authors, 
who are at the University of Melbourne, Australia, report three cases. Of 
particular note is this one:

A 33-year-old, right-handed man, when toothbrushing, would 
develop a peculiar sensation of tingling in the tongue and tightening in his jaw, would salivate vigorously, and, 
occasionally, these episodes would progress to twitching movements of the right side of his face lasting 60 to 
90 seconds. Brushing his right lower teeth was most likely to induce a seizure, although events could also be 
precipitated by eating potato chips.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a copy 
of the paper.

Perceived ease of chewing pot-roast, as reported 
in Garcia, Perlmuter and Chauncey’s study.
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Where in Your Head?
by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

What happens where in your head? The answers to this simple question are pouring in. Study after study, using modern 
imaging techniques, points out what happens specifically where in the brain. If all of these studies are correct, we now 
know what earlier generations only thought they knew about what to think about where thinking happens.

Beginning in the early nineteenth century, researchers analyzed measurements—the size and location of bumps on 
people’s heads—to infer what specific functions were located precisely where inside the skull. This branch of research 
came to be called “phrenology.” Though now thought to be mostly based on guesswork, almost all of it wrong, 
phrenology at least made use of some hard data.

The new techniques—most prominently fMRI (functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging) and PET (Positron Emissions 
Tomography) scanning—produce much harder data, of a different kind, and with vastly more detail, than the old head-
bump measurements. This wealth of data, much of it in the form of strangely beautiful pictures from a small number 
(typically about ten) of brains, is inspiring confidence in thousands of researchers. Their happy confidence is the basis of 
our new insights into what happens where inside our heads.

Here are a very few highlights from the many recent studies 
of the brain. They tell us the specific locations in the brain of: 
reading; writing; arithmetic; creativity; persistence; self-reflection; 
empathy and forgiveness; guilt and embarrassment; neuroticism, 
extraversion, and self-consciousness; racism; ethical decision-
making; self-reflection; moral judgment; honesty and dishonesty; 
happiness and sadness; disgust; aesthetic preference for paintings; 
aesthetic judgment of beauty; and sense of humor.

Reading
“Cortical Localization of Reading in 
Normal Children: An fMRI Language 
Study,” W.D. Gaillard, M. Pugliese, 
C.B. Grandin, S.H. Braniecki, P. 
Kondapaneni, K. Hunter, B. Xu, J.R. 
Petrella, L. Balsamo and G. Basso, 
Neurology, vol. 57, no. 1, 2001, pp. 
47–54. The researchers, who are 
variously at Children’s National 
Medical Center in Washington, DC; at 
the National Institute of Neurological 

Disorders and Stroke, NIH, Bethesda, Maryland; and at Université de Louvain in Belgium, report:

The authors found strong activation in the left middle temporal gyrus and left midfrontal gyrus and 
variable activation in left inferior frontal gyrus.

Writing
“A Functional MRI Study on the Neural Substrates for Writing,” Kota Katanoda, Kohki Yoshikawa 
and Morihiro Sugishita, Human Brain Mapping, vol. 13, no. 1, 2001, pp. 34–42. The researchers, at the 
University of Tokyo, report:

Our main finding was that such common activation was observed in the anterior part of the left 
superior parietal lobule, the posterior part of the middle and superior frontal gyri, and the right 
cerebellum.

Arithmetic
“The Calculating Brain: An fMRI Study,” T.C. Rickarda, S.G. Romerob, G. Bassoc, C. Whartonc, S. 

Brain images from the study “Cortical Localization of Reading in Normal Children: 
An fMRI Language Study.”

www.improbable.com
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Flitmand and J. Grafmanc, Neuropsychologia, 
vol. 38, 2000, pp. 325–35. The researchers, at the 
University of California, San Diego, at the National 
Institutes of Health, and at Barrow Neurological 
Institute in Phoenix, Arizona, report:

For [performing simple arithmetic tasks], 
results for all eight subjects revealed 
bilateral activation in Brodmann’s area 44, in 
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (areas 9 and 10), 
in inferior and superior parietal areas, and in 
lingual and fusiform gyri.

Creativity
“Study of the Brain Organization of Creativity: II. Positron-Emission Tomography Data,” N. P. Bekhtereva, M.G. 
Starchenko, V.A. Klyucharev, V.A. Vorob’ev, S.V. Pakhomov and S.V. Medvedev, Human Physiology, vol. 26, no. 5, 
2000, pp. 516–22. The researchers, at the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, report:

This work was aimed at studying the brain organization of creative thinking (creativity). By means of positron-
emission tomography (PET)... Brain correlates of creativity were obtained. They were represented by the 
regions of activity changes localized in the prefrontal cortical areas of both hemispheres (Brodmann’s fields 
8–11 and 45–47).

Persistence
“Persistence and Brain Circuitry,” Debra A. Gusnard, John M. Ollinger, Gordon L. Shulman, C. Robert Cloninger, 
Joseph L. Price, David C. Van Essen and Marcus E. Raichle, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 100, 
no. 6, March 18, 2003, pp. 3479–84. The researchers, at Washington University School of Medicine, report:

In a functional MRI study, we show that individual differences in Persistence... may be linked to specific areas 
in the lateral orbital and medial prefrontal cortex and the ventral striatum.

Self-Reflection
“Neural Correlates of Self-Reflection,” Sterling C. Johnson, Leslie C. Baxter, Lana S. Wilder, James G. Pipe, Joseph E. 
Heiserman and George P. Prigatano, Brain, vol. 125, 2002, 1808–14. The researchers, at the National Institutes of Health, 
and at Barrow Neurological Institute, report:

[Our results] suggest that the medial prefrontal and posterior cingulate cortex are part of a neural system 
subserving self-reflective thought.

Empathy and Forgiveness
“Investigating the Functional Anatomy of Empathy and Forgiveness,” Tom F.D. 
Farrow, Ying Zheng, Iain D. Wilkinson, Sean A. Spence, J.F. William Deakin, Nick 
Tarrier, Paul D. Griffiths, and Peter W.R. Woodruff, Neuroreport, vol. 12, no. 11, 
August 8, 2001, pp. 2433–8. The researchers, at the University of Sheffield, report:

Little is known about the anatomy of empathy and forgiveness. We used 
functional MRI to detect brain regions engaged by judging others’ emotional 
states and the forgivability of their crimes.... Both empathic and forgivability 
judgements activated left superior frontal gyrus, orbitofrontal gyrus and 
precuneus. Empathic judgements also activated left anterior middle temporal 
and left inferior frontal gyri, while forgivability judgements activated posterior 
cingulate gyrus.

Guilt and Embarrassment
“Brain Activation Associated with Evaluative Processes of Guilt and 
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Embarrassment: An fMRI Study,” H. Takahashi, 
N. Yahata, M. Koeda, T. Matsuda, K. Asai et 
al., Neuroimage, vol. 23, 2004, pp. 967–74. The 
researchers, at the Tokyo Medical and Dental 
University, report:

Both guilt and embarrassment conditions 
commonly activated the medial prefrontal cortex 
(MPFC), left posterior superior temporal sulcus 
(STS), and visual cortex. Compared to guilt 
condition, embarrassment condition produced 
greater activation in the right temporal cortex 
(anterior), bilateral hippocampus, and visual 
cortex.

Racism
“The Effects of Skin Tone on Race-Related Amygdala 
Activity: An fMRI Investigation,” Jaclyn Ronquillo, 
Thomas F. Denson, Brian Lickel, Zhong-Lin Lu, 
Anirvan Nandy and Keith B. Maddox, Social Cognitive 
and Affective Neuroscience, vol. 2, no. 1, 2007, pp. 
39–44. The researchers, at the University of Southern 
California, Los Angeles, and at Tufts University, 
report:

Eleven White participants viewed photographs of 
unfamiliar Black and White faces with varied skin 
tone (light, dark). Replicating past research, greater 
amygdala activity was observed for Black faces than 

White faces... amygdala activity was observed at equivalent levels for light- and dark-skinned Black targets, but 
dark-skinned White targets elicited greater amygdala activity than light-skinned White targets.

Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Self-Consciousness
“Personality from a Controlled Processing Perspective: An fMRI Study of Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Self-
Consciousness,” Naomi I. Eisenberger, Matthew D. Lieberman and Ajay B. Satpute, Cognitive, Affective and Behavioral 
Neuroscience, vol. 5, no. 2, June 2005, pp. 169–81. The researchers, at the University of California, Los Angeles, report:

In response to an oddball task, 
neuroticism was associated 
with increased dorsal anterior 
cingulate cortex reactivity, 
typically associated with 
discrepancy detection, 
whereas extraversion and 
selfconsciousness were 
associated with lateral 
and medial frontoparietal 
networks, respectively. 

Ethical Decision-
Making
“An fMRI Study of Simple 
Ethical Decision-making,” H.R. Heekeren, I. Wartenburge, H. Schmidt, H.P. Schwintowski and A. Villringer, 
NeuroReport, vol. 14, no. 9, July 1, 2003, pp. 1215–9. The researchers, at Charite in Berlin, Germany, at the National 
Institutes of Health, and at Humboldt-University in Berlin, report:

Data from the study “Personality from a Controlled Processing Perspective: An fMRI Study of 
Neuroticism, Extraversion, and Self-Consciousness.”

Brain images from the study “Brain Activation Associated with 
Evaluative Processes of Guilt and Embarrassment: An fMRI 
Study.”
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Simple moral decisions compared to semantic decisions resulted 
in activation of left pSTS and middle temporal gyrus, bilateral 
temporal poles, left lateral PFC and bilateral vmPFC. These 
results suggest that pSTS and vmPFC are a common neuronal 
substrate of decision-making about complex ethical dilemmas, 
processing material evocative of moral emotions and simple 
ethical decision-making about scenarios devoid of violence and 
direct bodily harm.

Self-Reflection 
“Neural Correlates of Self-Reflection,” S.C. Johnson, L.C. Baxter, 
L.S. Wilder, J.G. Pipe, J.E. Heiserman and G.P. Prigatano, Brain, vol. 
125, 2002, pp. 1808–14. The researchers, at Barrow Neurological 
Institute in Phoenix, report:

The overall activity... occurred in anterior medial prefrontal 
cortex and the posterior cingulate.

Moral Judgment
“The Neural Bases of Cognitive Conflict and Control in Moral 
Judgment,” Joshua D. Greene, Leigh E. Nystrom, Andrew D. Engell, 
John M. Darley and Jonathan D. Cohen, Neuron, vol. 44, October 14, 
2004, pp. 389–400. The researchers, at Princeton University, report:

Several regions of frontal and parietal cortex predict intertribal 
differences in moral judgment behavior, exhibiting greater 

activity for utilitarian judgments.

Honesty and Dishonesty
“Telling Truth from Lie in Individual Subjects with Fast Event-related fMRI,” Daniel D. Langleben, James W. Loughead, 
Warren B. Bilker, Kosha Ruparel, Anna Rose Childress, Samantha I. Busch and Ruben C. Gur, Human Brain Mapping, 
vol. 26, no. 4, 2005, pp. 
262–72. The researchers, at the 
University of Pennsylvania, 
report:

We used a paradigm 
balancing the salience of 
the target cues to elicit 
deceptive and truthful 
responses and determined 
the accuracy of this model 
in the classification of 
single lie and truth events. 
The relative salience of the 
task cues affected the net 
activation associated with 
lie in the superior medial 
and inferolateral prefrontal 
cortices.

Happiness and Sadness
“Functional MRI Changes Before and After Onset of Reported Emotions,”  I. Prohovnik, P. Skudlarski, R. Fulbright, 
J. Gore and B. Wexler, Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging, vol. 132, no. 3, December 30, 2004, pp. 239–50. The 
researchers, at Yale University School of Medicine, and at Vanderbilt University, report:

Data from the study “The Neural Bases of Cognitive Conflict 
and Control in Moral Judgment.”
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Significant differences 
between happy and sad 
conditions were evident 
in multiple brain 
regions both before and 
after the reported onset 
of emotional response, 
including the middle 
and superior temporal 
gyri, the middle frontal 
gyrus, the caudate, and 
the hippocampus.

Disgust
“The Moral Affiliations of 
Disgust: A Functional MRI 
Study,” Jorge Moll, Ricardo 
de Oliveira-Souza, Fernanda 
Tovar Moll, Fatima Azevedo 
Ignacio, Ivanei E Bramati, 

Egas M Caparelli-Daquer and Paul J Eslinger, Cognitive and Behavioral Neurology, vol. 18, no. 1, March 2005, pp. 
68–78. The researchers, at LABS-Hospitais D’Or in Rio de Janeiro, Brasil, at Universidade do Rio de Janeiro, at Hershey 
Medical Center in Hershey, Pennsylvania, at Pennsylvania State University, and at the University of Iowa Carver College 
of Medicine, report:

pure disgust and indignation recruited both overlapping and distinct brain regions, mainly in the frontal and 
temporal lobes.

Happiness, Sadness, and Disgust
“Neuroanatomical Correlates of Happiness, Sadness, and Disgust,” R.D. Lane, E.M. Reiman, G.L. Ahern, G.E. Schwartz 
and R.J. Davidson, American Journal of Psychiatry, vol. 154, no. 7, July 1997, pp. 926–33. The researchers, at the 
University of Arizona in Tucson, report:

Happiness, sadness, and disgust were each associated with increases in activity in the thalamus and medial 
prefrontal cortex (Brodmann’s area 9). These three emotions were also associated with activation of anterior and 
posterior temporal structures, primarily when induced by film. Recalled sadness was associated with increased 
activation in the anterior insula. Happiness was distinguished from sadness by greater activity in the vicinity of 
ventral mesial frontal cortex. 

Happiness and Sadness in Actors
“Separate Neural Circuits for Primary Emotions? Brain Activity During Self-Induced Sadness and Happiness in 
Professional Actors,” Mario Pelletier, Alain Bouthillier, Johanne Levesque, Serge Carrier, Claude Breault, Vincent 
Paquette, Boualem Mensour, Jean-Maxime Leroux, Gilles Beaudoin, Pierre Bourgouin and Mario Beauregard, 
Neuroreport, vol. 14, no. 8, June 11, 2003, pp. 1111–6. The researchers, at Centre hospitalier de l’Universite de Montreal, 
and at Universite Concordia, report

Both the Sad and the Happy states were associated with signi¢cant loci of activation, bilaterally, in the 
orbitofrontal cortex, and in the left medial prefrontal cortex, left ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, left anterior 
temporal pole, and right pons. 

Happiness and Sadness in Music
“Brain Regions Involved in the Recognition of Happiness and Sadness in Music,” Stéphanie Khalfa, Daniele Schon, 
Jean-Luc Anton and Catherine Liegeois-Chauvel, Neuroreport,  vol. 16, no. 18, December 19, 2005, pp. 1981–4. The 
researchers, at the INSERM Laboratory of Neurophysiology and Neuropsychology in Marseille, France, report:

Here, we used functional magnetic resonance imaging to test for the lateralization of the brain regions 

Data from the study “Separate Neural Circuits for Primary Emotions? Brain Activity During 
Self-Induced Sadness and Happiness in Professional Actors.”
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specifically involved in the 
recognition of negatively and 
positively valenced musical 
emotions.... The minor mode 
(sad excerpts) involved the left 
orbito and mid-dorsolateral 
frontal cortex..

Aesthetic Preference 
for Paintings
“Neuroanatomical Correlates of 
Aesthetic Preference for Paintings,” 
Oshin Vartanian and Vinod Goel, 
NeuroReport, vol. 15, no. 5, April 9, 
2004, pp. 893–7. The researchers, at 
York University in Toronto, Ontario, 
report:

Our primary results 
demonstrated that activation 
in right caudate nucleus 
decreased in response to 
decreasing preference, and 
that activation in bilateral 
occipital gyri, left cingulate 
sulcus, and bilateral fusiform 
gyri increased in response to 
increasing preference.

Aesthetic Judgment of 
Beauty (1)
“Neural Correlates of Beauty,” Hideaki 
Kawabata and Semir Zeki, Journal 
of Neurophysiology, vol. 91, 2004, 
pp. 1699–1705. The researchers, at 
University College, London, report:

A comparison of ugly versus 
beautiful produced activity in 
the motor cortex bilaterally, 
whereas the contrast ugly 
versus neutral produced no 
activity. Thus the areas that 
are involved in these contrasts 
are the medial orbito-frontal 
cortex, the anterior cingulate, 
the parietal cortex, and the 
motor cortex.

Aesthetic Judgment of 
Beauty (2)
“Brain Correlates of Aesthetic 
Judgment of Beauty,” Thomas Data from the study “Neural Correlates of Beauty.”

continued on page 17
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Phrenology Favorites
A fond look back at some celebrated phrenological images 

by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

Here are some images from the heyday of phrenology. Most of them come from the book The Illustrated Self-instructor 
in Phrenology and Physiology: With One Hundred Engravings, and a Chart of the Character, written by Orson Squire 
Fowler and Lorenzo Niles Fowler, published in 1857. Like bumps on a head, these images almost speak for themselves.

This particular Fowler’s “symbolic head” chart has become an enduring and 
sometimes beloved symbol of the golden age of phrenology.

The principles of phrenology were applied to many 
animals, with results generally as insightful and useful as 
when applied to human beings. (This is a reproduction of 
page 37 of the book.)

www.improbable.com
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Ig Nobel and 
and Improbable
Research
BOOKS!

The world’s most untranslatable books have (some 

of them) been translated into CHINESE, GERMAN, 

ITALIAN, SPANISH, JAPANESE, DUTCH, POLISH, 

FRENCH, and other languages including, to some extent, 

the original ENGLISH.

The newest: “The Man Who Tried to Clone Himself.”

Get them in bookstores -- or online via www.improbable.com or 

at other fine and even not-so-fine e-bookstores.

A drawing of Emerson, an idiot.

The title page of Fowler and Fowler’s 
popular book.

A
 draw

ing of the head of a conceited 
sim

pleton.

The shapely head of Franz Joseph Gall, 
the father of phrenology. This image does 
not appear in Fowler and Fowler’s book, 

but its spirit does.
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Figure1. A reflex hammer. 

It was used to mechanically stimulate the subject’s skull.
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An fMRI Study
by Kai M. Schreiber
Dept. of Physiology, University of Toronto
Toronto, Ontario, Canada

In 1796, Franz Joseph Gall described the cerebral organs that he believed were responsible for certain character traits.1 
Since then, thanks to neural imaging studies, we have acquired detailed knowledge of the parts of the brain engaged in 
many cognitive functions.

So far, however, no one has attempted to locate the cortical seat of ignorance. Ignorance is arguably the most pervasive 
mental attribute, and the one that makes us truly human. Unfortunately, ignorance is difficult to measure using common 
imaging techniques, because the sophisticated machinery tends to saturate the ignorance system even before any stimuli 
are presented.

Here, I use functional mechanic resonance imaging, a technique developed specifically for this study, to locate the seat of 
ignorance in the human cortex.

First, I present evidence that there is a well defined neural ignorance system.

“General Ignorance,” Objectively Determined and Measured
While comparing the scores of random Joe Shmoes on a set of personality measures I had devised over the last few 
hours, I noticed strong positive correlations between some of them. I discarded the non-correlated ones and came up with 
the table shown here as Figure 2.

Experts tell me that the positive correlations of these measures must mean that there is some underlying general principle 
behind them, effected by some physical body. I call this underlying general principle General Ignorance (GI). The 
following set of numbers demonstrates how simple it is to assign numerical measurements that correspond to General 
Ignorance:

It is unnecessary to assign labels to the 
chart, as the meanings and significance of 
the numbers are obvious.

Functional Mechanic 
Resonance Imaging (fMRI)
To overcome the aforementioned problems 
in imaging ignorance, I employed the 
following strategy. First, the subject was 
seated with a friend in the university 
cafeteria. During that first stage the 
conversation of the subject was recorded 
from a neighboring table using an HB 
pencil and letter-sized blank paper (80g/
m). The subject then was brought into the 
experimental room.

For the fMRI experiment, the subject 
was seated comfortably and one of two 
texts—either her original conversation 
(baseline) or lines from a Shakespeare play Figure 2. This set of numbers demonstrates how simple it is to assign numerical 

measurements that correspond to the qualitative quantity called General Ignorance. 
For an interpretation of the numbers, consult Figure 3.

The Neural Correlate of Ignorance
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(signal)—was read to her. It can be assumed that the subject 
was non-ignorant regarding her own previous utterances, 
whereas the Shakespeare quote had a high probability of 
eliciting an ignorance signal. This was confirmed by the 
subject’s self-report. [For some details about the procedure, 
see the accompanying article box called “fMRI on the Go - 
Try It Yourself!”]

While the subject was listening, her head was mechanically 
stimulated with short pulses delivered using a reflex hammer 
(see Figure 1). The locus of stimulation on the skull was 
varied systematically between trials. The subject’s response 
(verbal, body movement, threats) to each of these pulses was 
recorded quantitatively on a scale ranging from one to ten. A 
stronger response in the signal condition indicates a greater 
excitability of the ignorance system at this skull location. 
Figure 2 shows the typical result from the subject. 

Results
Figure 3 clearly shows that during perception of stimuli 
selective for the ignorance system, ignorance was most 
strongly enhanced by mechanical resonance stimulation over 
the frontal cortex. Therefore I conclude that the frontal lobe is 
the seat of General Ignorance.

It is interesting to compare GI across groups. Since the 
ignorance 
system is 
located in 
the tissue 
of the 
frontal 
lobe, its 
design must be specified in the genome. This could help 
explain certain phenomena of decision-making that related 
to politics and economy, which are a mystery otherwise. 
I have made up preliminary evidence, showing that 
bureaucrats are relatively more ignorant than Buddhist 
monks. If this result holds, we would have to drop all 
efforts to educate bureaucrats, since the effort will be 
demonstrably futile.

fMRI has proven to be a powerful new experimental 
technique, allowing the visualization of human cortical 
processing in vivo. While its temporal and spatial 
resolution both appear improvable, the simplicity and 
affordability of the equipment, and the continuing flow 
of published studies based on its output, easily justify 
purchase and use of the equipment.

Reference
1. For details, see “Phrenology and the Neurosciences: 
Contributions of F.J. Gall and J.G. Spurzheim,” Donald 
D. Simpson, ANZ [Australia and New Zealand] Journal of 
Surgery, vol. 75, no. 6, June 2005, pp. 475-82.

Figure 3. Activation of cortical areas due to mechanic 
stimulation of the skull. This image was created by 

overlaying two-dimensional gaussian patches centered 
on the locus of stimulation. The amplitude of the 

gaussians reflects the difference in strength of response 
between the signal and the baseline condition in each 

location.

fMRI on the Go - Try It 
Yourself!
The great advantage of the fMRI [functional 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging] method (as 
described in the main text) is its flexibility. 
It could even be used at the bedside with 
clinical patients. To elicit an fMRI signal from 
yourself, read the following lines out loud while 
hitting yourself on the forehead with the open 
palm. If you feel dizziness or anger, you have 
successfully stimulated your ignorance circuits.

This double worship,
Where one part does disdain with cause, the other
Insult without all reason, where gentry, title, wisdom,
Cannot conclude but by the yea and no
Of general ignorance,—-it must omit
Real necessities, and give way the while
To unstable slightness: purpose so barr’d,
It follows, Nothing is done to purpose.

—William Shakespeare, 
Coriolanus
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Jacobsen, Ricarda I. Schubotz, Lea 
Hoefel, and D. Yves v. Cramon, 
NeuroImage, vol. 29, 2006, pp. 276–85. 
The researchers, at the University of 
Leipzig, and at the Max Planck Institute 
of Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences, 
in Leipzig, Germany, report:

Direct contrasts showed specific 
activations for aesthetic judgments in 
the frontomedian cortex (BA 9/10), 
bilateral prefrontal BA 45/47, and 
posterior cingulate, left temporal 
pole, and the temporoparietal 
junction.

Sense of Humor
“Humor Comprehension and 
Appreciation: An fMRI Study,” Angela 
Bartolo, Francesca Benuzzi, Luca Nocetti, 
Patrizia Baraldi and Paolo Nichelli, 
Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, vol. 
18, no. 11, November 2006, pp. 1789–98. 
The researchers, at the Università di 
Modena e Reggio Emilia in Modena, 
Italy, and at Azienda Ospedaliera di 
Modena, report:

Our findings demonstrate activation 
of both the left and the right 
hemispheres when comparing 
funny versus nonfunny cartoons. In 
particular, we found activation of the 
right inferior frontal gyrus (BA 47), 
the left superior temporal gyrus (BA 
38), the left middle temporal gyrus 
(BA 21), and the left cerebellum.

Data from the report “Humor 
Comprehension and Appreciation: An 
fMRI Study.”

Where in Your 
Head? 
continued from page 6
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Soft Is Hard
Further evidence why the “soft” sciences are the hardest to do well

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell and Bissell Mango, Improbable Research staff

Tales of the Unexpected: Chapter 86
“Forensic Psychology: Violence Viewed by Psychopathic 
Murderers,” Nicola S. Gray, Malcolm J. MacCulloch, Jennifer 
Smith, Mark Morris and Robert J. Snowden, Nature, vol. 423, 
May 29, 2003, pp. 497–8. The authors, who are at Cardiff 
University, report that:

To our knowledge, this is the first cognitive demonstration of 
abnormal social beliefs in murderous psychopaths.

Grieving While Driving
“Grieving While Driving,” Paul Rosenblatt, Death Studies, vol. 28, no. 7, 
September 2004, pp.  679–86. (Thanks to Kristine Danowski for bringing 
this to our attention.) The author, who is at the University of Minnesota, 

explains that:

The field of bereavement is vast in terms of the number of relevant 
publications and the range of topics covered, but one area that has 
been neglected is grieving while driving....

Perhaps people can drive safely while grieving. No interview 
anecdote mentioned 

a motor vehicle accident. But the safety issues of driving while 
grieving deserve systematic study.

Textiles for Troopers
“Texas Trooper Uniforms: Assessment of Fabrics, Comfort and Wear,” 
Patricia E. Horridge, D. Kay Caddel and James L. Simonton, Family and 
Consumer Sciences Research Journal, vol. 30, no. 3, 2002, pp. 350–81. 
The authors, who are at Texas Tech University, are careful to base their 
work on that of recognized authorities: 

According to Hayes (1994), looking good and feeling comfortable in a uniform will enhance the wearer’s 
acceptance of and enthusiasm for the uniform... The concepts of perceived clothing quality (comfort) and 
consumer satisfaction (wear durability) are inherently interrelated...

Tales of the Unexpected: Irritable Drinkers
“Irritability, Acute Alcohol Consumption and Aggressive Behavior in Men and Women,” Peter R. Giancola, Drug and 
Alcohol Dependence, vol. 68, no. 3, December 1, 2002, pp. 263–74. The author, who is at the University of Kentucky, 
reports that:

The purpose of this study was to investigate the influence of irritability on alcohol-related aggression in men 
and women.... The finding of greatest importance was that alcohol increased aggression for persons with higher, 
as opposed to lower, levels of irritability.

Tales of the Unexpected: Binge
“Binge Drinking and Sex: Effects on Mood and Cognitive Function in Healthy Young Volunteers,” David E. Hartley, 
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Sarah Elsabagha and Sandra E. File, Pharmacology, Biochemistry and Behavior, vol. 78, no. 3, July 2004, pp. 611–9. 
(Thanks to Kristine Danowski for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are at King’s College London and at 
the School of Pharmacy, London, UK, report that:

...Compared with a group of teetotallers, the binge drinkers 
had lower [anxiety] and depression and poorer performance 
in tests of sustained attention, episodic memory and planning 
ability.

Booze: Business Benefits
“No Booze? You May Lose: Why Drinkers Earn More Money 
Than Nondrinkers” Bethany L. Peters and Edward Stringham, 
Journal of Labor Research, vol. 27, no. 3, Summer 2006, pp. 
411–21. (Thanks to Kristine Danowski for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are  respectively at Analysis 
Group, Dallas, Texas and at San Jose State University, San Jose, California, explain that:

A number of theorists assume that drinking has harmful economic effects, but data show that drinking and 
earnings are positively correlated. We hypothesize that drinking leads to higher earnings by increasing social 
capital.... We find that males who frequent bars at least once per month earn an additional 7 percent on top of 
the 10 percent drinkers’ premium. These results suggest that social drinking leads to increased social capital.

Sensing Telepathy in a Parrot
“Testing a Language-Using Parrot for Telepathy,” Rupert Sheldrake and Aimée Morgana, Journal of Scientific 
Exploration, vol. 17, 2003, pp. 601–15. (Thanks to Audrey Devine-Eller for bringing this to our attention.) The authors 
explain that:

Aimée Morgana noticed that her language-using African Grey parrot, N’kisi, often seemed to respond to 
her thoughts and intentions in a seemingly telepathic manner. We set up a series of trials to test whether this 
apparent telepathic ability would be expressed in formal tests in which Aimée and the parrot were in different 
rooms, on different floors, under conditions in which the parrot could receive no sensory information from 
Aimée or from anyone else.... [Our] findings are consistent with the hypothesis that N’kisi was reacting 
telepathically to Aimée’s mental activity.

Say What?
“The Phenomenology of Telephone Space,” Gary Backhaus, Human Studies, vol. 20, 1997, pp. 203–20. The author, who 
is at  Morgan State University, Baltimore, Maryland, explains that:.

The temporally immediate transcendence of space through the use of the telephone creates a bi-localized space 
of interaction.... In the first section of this paper, six eidetic variations are presented that establish the various 
ways in which environmental sectors are intended through the intersubjective space of the telephonic medium.... 
In the second section, a constitutive analysis is undertaken in order to investigate how empty intentions 
are brought to fulfillment in the telephonic conversational thematizations of environmental sectors.... The 
intersubjective achievements concerning projects grounded within the immediacy of telephonic transcendence 
create a unique structure of meaning-fulfillment.

Morality from Familiar Faces
“The Moral Order of Celebrity Sightings,” Kerry O. Ferris, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, vol. 33, no. 3, 
2004, pp. 236–64. The author, who is at Bradley University, explains that: 

This article examines the intersection of the ordinary and the extraordinary in everyday life by focusing on 
a particular type of public-place encounter: the celebrity sighting. Data from celebrity sighting narratives 
reveal a distinctive set of micropolitical troubles for interactants that centers on the question of how to treat 
the interaction. Is it an ordinary public-place encounter between strangers? Or an extraordinary encounter 
with a uniquely known other of special status? Through the interactional strategies of “recognition work” and 
“response work,” seers construct an emergent set of norms for these interactions that form the basis for a moral 
order of celebrity sightings.
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Linnaeus the Observant
The father of classification was a curious fellow

by Honoré Schoolcraft, Improbable Research staff

Carl Linnaeus paid attention to some surprising things.

Linneaus was the Swedish scientist who taught the world 
how to classify living things, and gave us the double-barreled 
way of naming them in Latin. This year, 2007, is the 300th 
anniversary of his birth. The science community celebrates 
most of his work, but tends to overlook some of his writings 
about Lapland. Of course, the world in general tends to 
overlook writings, or most anything else, about Lapland.

At the age of 25, Linnaeus traveled through that northern 
wild region for five months, noting down whatever caught 
his eye, ear or nose. His hodgepodge of jottings jumps from 
topic to unrelated topic. Some of his thoughts, appearing in 
print, may take modern readers unawares. Here are a few.

Linnaeus’s general Lapland notes were eventually published 
as a book called Iter Lapponicum 1732. An English language 
translation appeared in 1811. The following quotations 
are from a modern translation by Peter Graves, titled 
The Lapland Journey, published by Lockharton Press in 
Edinburgh in 1995. The page numbers given here are from 
that 1995 edition.

A Woman and Her Frogs
On page 67, Linnaeus mentions a parsonage, and a school 
that has eight pupils, and a “round Lappish snuffbox made of turned reindeer horn,” and a woman. He says of 
her: 

There was a woman here who was dreadfully plagued by frogs she had drunk as spawn in water this past spring. 
She knew that there were 3 of them and both she and anyone who sat beside her could hear them croak. Salt did 
not kill them and she dulled her pain a little with schnaps. Someone else who had the same ailment some years 

before happened to take 3 Nux vomica and recovered, 
but this woman will not take the risk.

What Use is a Hole
On page 101 he writes:

I went up to the church in Old Lulea. Right by the door 
I was shown a hole that the old order of monks had 
made in the stone wall. Its diameter and its depth were 
of an equal size; it was quite round and its bottom was 
smoothed off in an egg shape. It was a test that the 
cathedral chapter used to use to judge the glans penis of 
men who had been rejected by their wives.

This and This and This
Page 105 includes three consecutive brief paragraphs that 

Carl Linnaeus.

A drawing by Linnaeus, from his Lapland diary.
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are, in most respects, unremarkable. But they are a good example of how Linnaeus would mention this, that and the 
other thing, putting them cheek by jowl by wattle:

There was Pingvicula [Common Butterwort] on the shore and Juncus bombycinus, minimus [cub-rush] 
everywhere.

A black sand containing iron had been washed up on the banks.

The vagina in women does not become more ample when they are fat, more likely narrower; the thinner they 
are, the larger the vagina.

That and That and That
Page 171 serves up an equally mundane threesome:

In winter, however, the sun does not go completely below the horizon and is still visible at the solstice. I 
wonder if it is visible at the pole?

Finnish girls have big breasts, Lapp 
girls have small ones of a sort a 
girl keeps unspoilt for her future 
husband.

The town of Tornea lies on a small 
island, on which the settlement 
itself is situated by the south-west 
shore.

Historians fawn at the wide range of 
creatures and whatnot that Linnaeus 
classified. Perhaps they don’t give him 
nearly enough credit. 

A Modern Frog Note
Linnaeus’s mention of the woman who 
ate frogs has a modern, and almost 
opposite, counterpart. A June 5, 2007 
report by the Reuters wire service says:

BEIJING—A man in southeast 
China says 40 years of swallowing 
tree frogs and rats live has helped 
him avoid intestinal complaints and 
made him strong.

Jiang Musheng, a 66-year-old 
resident of Jiangxi province, 
suffered from frequent abdominal 
pains and coughing 20 years ago, 
until an old man called Yang 
Dingcai suggested tree frogs as a 
remedy, the Beijing News said on 
Tuesday.

“At first, Jiang Musheng did not dare to eat a live, wriggling frog, 
but after seeing Yang Dingcai swallow one, he ate... two without a thought,” the paper said.

Acknowledgement
Thanks to Richard Friebe for bringing the book to our attention, and to Ron Josephson for alerting us to the Chinese frog 
man.

A frog. Photo: National Institutes of Health.
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Sounding Gay
Academic explorations in acoustics

compiled by Katherine Lee, Improbable Research staff
portraits by Nan Swift, Improbable Research staff

In the 1990s, daring researchers finally tackled a question that was much discussed everywhere except in formal 
academic settings. Here are three of the most notable and noted studies.

Sounding Gay: Attempt #1
“Sounding Gay: Pitch Properties in the Speech of Gay and Straight Men,” Rudolf P. 
Gaudio, American Speech, vol. 69, no. 1, Spring 1994, pp. 30–57. (Thanks to Elmore 
Todman for bringing this to our attention.) The author, at Stanford University, explains:

The fact that listeners fairly consistently judged speech as sounding either “gay” 
and “effeminate” or “straight” and “masculine” points to a need for sociolinguists 
to investigate the cultural sources of these judgments, not only in the area of pitch 
and intonation, but also in other phonological domains, such as the pronunciation of 
sibilants, duration of vowels, the use of standard versus nonstandard phonological 
forms, and voice quality.

Sounding Gay: Attempt #2
“Acoustic Correlates of Less-Masculine Sounding Speech,” Jack D. Avery 
and Julie M. Liss, Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, vol. 99, 
1996, pp. 3738–48. The authors, who are, respectively, at the Veterans 
Administration Medical Center in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and at Arizona 
State University, report that:

This study compared samples of less-masculine-sounding (LMS) and 
more-masculine-sounding (MMS) male speech to identify acoustic characteristics, other than fundamental 
frequency, that might contribute to the perception of these categories.... Significant differences between 
measures of fundamental frequency contours, vowel formant midpoint values, and in the first, third and fourth 
spectral moments of two fricatives were revealed.... [These findings] may have clinical relevance for patients 
wishing to modify the perception of masculinity invoked by their speech.

Sounding Gay: Attempt #3
“The Influence of Sexual Orientation on Vowel Production,” Janet B. Pierrehumbert, Tessa Bent, Benjamin Munson, Ann 
R. Bradlow and J. Michael Bailey, Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, vol. 116, no. 4, October 2004, pp. 1905–
8. (Thanks to Marie Diamond and Geoff Leventhall for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, who are variously at 

Northwestern University and the University of Minnesota, analyze their 
data with copious technical details. They then report that:

Lesbian and bisexual women produced less fronted /u/ and 
/[open aye]/ than heterosexual women. Gay men produced a 
more expanded vowel space than heterosexual men. However, 
the vowels of gay, lesbian, bisexual [GLB] speakers were not 
generally shifted toward vowel patterns typical of the opposite 
sex. These results are inconsistent with the conjecture that innate 
biological factors have a broadly feminizing influence on the 
speech of gay men and a broadly masculinizing influence on the 

speech of lesbian/bisexual women. They are consistent with the idea that innate biological factors influence 
GLB speech patterns indirectly bycausing selective adoption of certain speech patterns characteristic of the 
opposite sex.
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Icky Cutesy Research Review
Research reports that are icky and/or cutesy

Compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

Cutesy
“DNA Double-Strand Break Repair: All’s Well that Ends Well,” Claire Wyman and 
Roland Kanaar, Annual Revue of Genetics, vol. 40, 2006, pp. 363–83. (Thanks to 
S.K. Moses for bringing this to our attention.) The authors explain that:

Breaks in both DNA strands are a particularly dangerous threat to genome 
stability. At a DNA double-strand break (DSB), potentially lost sequence 
information cannot be recovered from the same DNA molecule. However, 
simple repair by joining two broken ends, though inherently error prone, 
is preferable to leaving ends broken and capable of causing genome 
rearrangements.

Cutesy: Harry Potter 1
“Harry Potter and the Recessive Allele,” J.M. Craig JM, R. Dow and M. Aitken, Nature, 2005, vol. 436, p. 776.

Cutesy: Harry Potter 2
“Duty of Care to the Undiagnosed Patient: Ethical Imperative, or Just a Load of Hogwarts?”,  Erle C.H. Lim, Amy M.L. 
Quek and Raymond C.S. Seet, Canadian Medical Association Journal, December 5, 2006, vol. 175, no. 12. (Thanks to 
Andrew Miller for bringing this to our attention.)

Icky: Sweet Then Sour
“Acquisition of Pharyngeal Gonorrhoea Via Sweets Passed by Mouth,” L.M. David, Genitourinary Medicine, vol. 73, 
no. 2, April 1997, p. 146.

Icky: A Small Snack for a Man
“Human Digestive Effects on a 
Micromammalian Skeleton,” Peter W. Stahl and 
Brian D. Crandall, Journal of Archaeological 
Science, vol. 22, November 1995, pp. 789–97. 
(Thanks to Michael L. Begeman for bringing this 
to our attention.)

The authors, at Binghamton University in 
Binghamton, New York, explain:

Our study involved the consumption of a skinned, eviscerated, and segmented insectivore by an adult 
human male. Northern short-tailed shrews (Blarina brevicauda) were procured. An adult male shrew was 
measured, then skinned and eviscerated. The carcass was lightly boiled for two minutes, then swallowed 
without mastication in three portions: head; hind- and fore-limb; body and tail. The period of gentle boiling 
did not cause any further loss or dissociation of tissues. In an attempt to establish control parameters for fecal 
collection, marker foods of corn and sesame seeds were ingested several hours before and after the experimental 
meal.

Fecal matter was collected for the following three days. Each feces was stirred in a pan of warm water until 
completely disintegrated. This solution was then decanted through a quadruple-layered cheesecloth mesh. 
Sieved contents were rinsed with a dilute detergent solution and examined with a hand lens for bone remains. 
Selected specimens were subsequently coated with gold and mounted on Cambridge studs for viewing.
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Lester’s Latest
Some further works by an under-publicized researcher

compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, AIR staff

Here are three of  Professor David Lester’s many publications from the first months of the year 2007.

Professor Lester is one of the world’s most productive scholars, if productivity is measured in the number of academic 
papers published. In early 2004, we glanced at his approximately 1500 published studies (see “Way to Go, David 
Lester,” AIR 10:2). Recently we looked at a few of his several hundred publications from the years 2005 and 2006 (see 
“Lester’s Latest: 2005 & 2006,” “The Economic Art of Suicide,” “Tips from a Master,” and “A Rivalry is Joined: Lester 
vs. Voracek,” all in AIR 13:3). Here we examine some of his subsequent work. 

Lester: Attitudes Toward Shopping 
Predict Shopping
“Attitudes Toward Buying Online as Predictors of Shopping 
Online for British and American Respondents,” Bijou Yang, 
David Lester and Simon James, Cyberpsychology and Behavior, 
vol. 10, no. 2, April 2007, pp. 198–203. Professor Lester reports:

This study compared the attitudes toward online shopping of 
British and American individuals.... Attitudes toward online 
shopping were found to be significant predictors of making 
online purchases.

Lester: Online Buying Behavior Confirmed Yet Again
“Who Buys Textbooks Online: A Replication” David Lester and Bijou Yang. Psychological Reports, vol. 100, no. 1, 
February 2007, p. 30. Continuing his popular series of reports on this question, Professor Lester reports:

In a study of 71 students, computer anxiety and 
computer/Internet skills predicted whether they 
purchased textbooks online.

Lester: Suicide Has Its Benefits
“Recalculating the Economic Cost of Suicide,” Bijou Yang 
and David Lester, Death Studies, no. 4, April 2007, vol. 31 
pp. 351–61. Professor Lester reports:

These authors argue that estimates of the net economic 
cost of suicide should go beyond accounting for direct 
medical costs and indirect costs from loss of earnings by 
those who commit suicide. There are potential savings 
from (a) not having to treat the depressive and other 
psychiatric disorders of those who kill themselves; (b) 
avoidance of pension, social security and nursing home 
care costs; and (c) assisted-suicide. By combining all 
of these costs and savings, it is concluded that the net 
economic cost of the 30,906 completed suicides in 1990 
entailed an economic gain for the society of roughly 
$5.07 billion in year—2005 dollars.

David Lester. Painting by Nan Swift, AIR staff.
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Acoustics Prize co-winners 
Lynn Halpern and Randolph 

Blake deliver their accceptance 
speech at the 2006  Ig Nobel 
Prize Ceremony. They were 

honored for conducting 
experiments to learn why people 

dislike the sound of fingernails 
scraping on a blackboard. 

Photo: Kees Moeliker / Annals 
of Improbable Research.

Ig Nobel Invitation
The 17th First Annual 

Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony

Thursday evening, October 4, 2007

-- TICKETS go on sale in early August --
The ceremony will be webcast live .

Also: 

The Ig Informal Lectures at MIT,  Saturday afternoon, October 6.

For ceremony tickets and/or more info, see www.improbable.com 

 

.
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AIR Teachers’ Guide
Three out of five teachers agree: curiosity is a dangerous thing, especially in students. If you are one of the other 
two teachers, AIR and mini-AIR can be powerful tools. Choose your favorite hAIR-raising article and give copies 
to your students. The approach is simple. The scientist thinks that he (or she, or whatever), of all people, has 
discovered something about how the universe behaves. So:

• Is this scientist right -- and what does “right” mean, anyway?

• Can you think of even one different explanation that works as well or better?

• Did the test really, really, truly, unquestionably, completely test what the author thought he was testing?

• Is the scientist ruthlessly honest with himself about how well his idea explains everything, or could he be 
suffering from wishful thinking?

• Some people might say this is foolish. Should you take their word for it?

• Other people might say this is absolutely correct and important. Should you take their word for it?

Kids are naturally good scientists. Help them stay that way. 

Puzzling Solutions
by Emil Filterbag, Improbable Research staff

Solution to Last Month’s Puzzler

www.improbable.com
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HMO-NO News
Health care advice to pass on to your patients

HMO-NO   The very 

Best Drugs!Unpopular people sometimes turn out to be the nicest 

people. So it is with medications, too. Realizing that, we at HMO-

NO have found a way to save you some of that money. For years 

we have stockpiled so-called “unpopular” drugs, buying them in 

bulk at the lowest possible price. Now we have vast stocks of them. 

Under our Best Drugs™ program, we substitute unpopular, low-cost 

medications (from our stockpile) for any high-cost drugs your doctor 

prescribes.* The results will surprise you.
* Note: Some medications may be used for purposes different from those indicated on their label but congruent with those 

of the originally prescribed medication.

May We Recommend
Items that merit a trip to the library

compiled by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

Odd Activity of an Ant
“An Odd Activity of an Ant (Cataglyphis bicolor): ‘Visiting’,” M.L.R. Harkness and R.D. Harkness, Insectes Sociaux, 
vol. 38, no. 1, 1991, pp. 45–9.

The She-Ass and the Cat Flea
“Severe Infestation of a She-Ass with the Cat Flea Ctenocephalides felis felis (Bouche, 1835),” I. Yeruham and O. 
Koren, Veterinary Parasitology, vol. 115, no. 4, August 14, 2003, pp. 365–7. 

The Nonsense Under the Fish in the Milk
“A Nonsense Mutation in the FMO3 Gene Underlies Fishy Off-Flavor in Cow’s Milk,” A. Lunden et al., Genome  
Research, vol. 12, no. 12, December 2002, pp. 1885–8.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a copy 
of the paper.
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Boys Will Be Boys
Research by and for adolescent males of all ages and 
sexes

compiled by Katherine Lee, Improbable Research staff

Frozen Penises, Female and Male
“Effect of Freezing on the Length of the Penis in Nucella lapillus (L.),” Annagh 
Minchin and Ian M. Davies, Journal of Environmental Monitoring, vol. 1, 1999, pp. 
203–5. (Thanks to Yann Bassaglia for bringing this to our attention.) The authors, at 
FRS Marine Laboratory, Aberdeen, UK, report:

When quantifying imposex in Nucella lapillus, 
two indices are used: the Vas Deferens 
Sequence Index (VDSI) and the Relative Penis 
Size Index (RPSI). Freezing and thawing 
increase the length of the penis in both male 
and female Nucella lapillus. In the population 
studied, this had no significant effect on the 
RPSI, but was potentially an important source 
of additional variance in the estimation of the 
mean penis length.

[NOTE: RPSI = (Mean female penis length)/
(Mean male penis length)]

Looks Different
“Sex Differences in Viewing Sexual Stimuli: An 
Eye-Tracking Study in Men and Women,” Heather 
A. Rupp and Kim Wallen, Hormones and Behavior, 
vol. 51, no. 4, April 2007, pp. 524–33.  (Thanks to Kristine Danowski for bringing this to our attention.)

We hypothesized that men and women look differently at sexual stimuli, resulting in different responses. We 
used eye tracking to measure looking by 15 male and 30 female heterosexual adults viewing sexually explicit 
photos.... Men spent more time, and had a higher probability of, looking at female faces.

Schaal’s Smells1
“Rating and Recognition of Peers’ Personal Odors 
by 9-year-old Children: An Exploratory Study,” 
Pascal Mallet and Benoist Schaal, Journal of General 
Psychology, vol. 125, no. 1, January 1998, pp. 47–64. 
The authors, at the Institut National d’Etude du Travail 
et d’Orientation Professionnelle in Paris, France, report:

Eighteen elementary school children assessed the 
pleasantness and perfumed aspect of familiar peers’ 
odors, sampled through tee shirts worn without 
modification of hygienic habits.

Schaal’s Smells 2
“The ‘Smellscape’ of Mother’s Breast: Effects of 
Odor Masking and Selective Unmasking on Neonatal 
Arousal, Oral and Visual Response,” Sébastien Doucet, 
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Robert Soussignan, Paul Sagot and Benoist Schaal, Developmental Psychobiology, vol. 49, no. 2, March 2007, pp. 129–
38. The authors, at Equipe d’Ethologie et de Psychobiologie Sensorielle Centre des Sciences du Gout in Dijon, France, 
report:

Infants (aged 3–4 days) were presented their mother’s breast in two consecutive trials of 90 seconds each: a 
scentless condition (breast entirely covered with a transparent film) paired with one of four odorous conditions 
(fully exposed breast; nipple only exposed; areola only exposed; and milk exposed.... [Results show that]  

Nipple, Areola, and Milk odors 
appeared to be equivalent to the whole 
breast odor.

The Anal Gland: Social 
Communication
“The Anal Gland Secretion of the European 
Badger (Meles meles) and its Role in 
Social Communication,” J.M. Davies, 
D.R. Lachno, and T.J. Roper,  Journal of 
Zoology, vol. 216, 1988, pp. 455–63.

The Story of an Apple
“A Novel Technique for Nonoperative Removal of Round Rectal Foreign Bodies,” H. Sharma, S. Banka and R. Walton, 
Techniques in Coloproctology, vol. 11, no. 1, March 2007, pp. 58–9. (Thanks to Erwin Kompanje for bringing this to our 
attention.) The authors, at Whiston Hospital Prescot in Merseyside, UK, report:

A 38-year-old Caucasian male presented to our accident and emergency department with a retained large 
apple in the rectum, which he personally tried to remove on numerous occasions without any success.... On 
rectal examination, the apple was felt 
approximately 5 cm from the anal verge. 
We used the following simple nonoperative 
technique to remove this object....

Seed Bezoars 1
“Fecal Impaction in Adults: Report of 30 Cases 
of Seed Bezoars in the Rectum,” Arie Eitan, 
Amitai Bickel and Israel M. Katz, Diseases of 
the Colon and Rectum, vol. 49, no. 11, November 
2006, pp. 1768–71.  (Thanks to Erwin Kompanje for bringing this to our attention.)  The authors, at Western Galilee 
Hospital in Naharia, Israel, report: 

Seed bezoars in the rectum were the most common cause of fecal impaction requiring hospitalization in 
this study. Prickly pear and watermelon seed bezoars composed more than two-thirds of the bezoars found, 
probably because of the eating habits in the Middle East. The consumption of seeds with shell fragments or 

fruits containing many seeds, such as 
prickly pear, should be accompanied 
by the awareness that large quantities 
may cause fecal impaction.

Seed Bezoars 2
“Rectal Sunflower Seed Bezoar,” Ahmad 
F. Bakr, Naresh Sharma, and Jay C. 
Mathias, Acta Pædiatrica, vol. 95, 2006, 
pp. 886–93.  (Thanks to Erwin Kompanje 
for bringing this to our attention.)  The 
authors are at Welcare Hospital in Dubai, 
United Arab Emirates.
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Signed Books by Richard Lederer 

(circle choices)

WORD WIZARD (the best of Richard Lederer) $14.00
ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $7.50
MORE ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $7.50
FRACTURED ENGLISH (bloopers) $14.00
THE BRIDE OF ANGUISHED ENGLISH (bloopers) $14.00
GET THEE TO A PUNNERY (pun and games) $13.00
THE CUNNING LINGUIST (good clean dirty wordplay) $14.00
PUN AND GAMES (word fun for kids 9-14) $11.00
THE CIRCUS OF WORDS (letter play for kids 9-14) $14.00
WORD PLAY CROSSWORDS, vols. 1 and 2 (50 original puzzles) @$14.00
CRAZY ENGLISH (creative word play) $14.00
THAT CRAZY ENGLISH LANGUAGE (1-hour videotape) $13.00
THE PLAY OF WORDS (educational word games) $14.00
THE MIRACLE OF LANGUAGE (a hymn of praise to English) $14.00
LITERARY TRIVIA (stories and games for book lovers) $13.00
THE WRITE WAY (a guide to real-life writing) $14.00
SLEEPING DOGS DON’T LAY (advice for the grammatically challenged) $14.00
THE WORD CIRCUS (making the alphabet dance) $16.00
A MAN OF MY WORDS (reflections on English) $14.00
COMMA SENSE (a fun-damental guide to punctuation) $23.00

Include $1.50 postage for first book and $.50 for each additional book.

Book Total:  _______________________________

Postage ___________________________________

Total Paid: ________________________________

Check or money order only in U.S. funds. (Canadian or foreign 
orders must include $5.00 for bank fee.) 

Please print:
Name:   ________________________________________  

Address:   ______________________________________  

City____________________State_____Zip________

Inscription: _____________________________________

Send order to:
Richard Lederer, <richard.lederer@pobox.com>       
(858) 549-6788

www.porkbarrelcomix.com

blog : Ask Dick Cheney

“Hot Flashes” feature

More “Bush Monologues”

Visit our website to sign up for our bi-
weekly free e-zine beginning Oct. 1*

(*worth the wait)

Bends on the Learning Curve
Improbable ideas and explanations collected from classrooms

by Richard Lederer

Medical transcriptions sometimes state the very obvious. Here are some examples:

•	 She had difficulty completing simple calculations. For example, when I asked her what 3 times 3 plus 1 equals, 
she said “ten.”

•	 The patient is tearful and crying constantly. She also appears to be depressed.

•	 Patient experiences a burning sensation when he urinates for 24 hours.

•	 The patient has two anal fissures in the same anus.

•	 The patient stated it hurts to lift his left shoulder over his head.

•	 She is encouraged to wear helmets when she bikes.

Please send your best specimens, together with sources whenever possible, to Richard Lederer, 10034 Mesa Madera 
Drive, San Diego, CA 92131 USA

www.improbable.com
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