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May We Recommend: Do Women Spend More 
Time in the Restroom Than Men?
Items that merit an extra look
compiled by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

“Do Women Spend More Time in the 
Restroom Than Men?” Michelle A. 
Baillie, Shawndel Fraser and Michael J. 
Brown, Psychological Reports, vol. 105, 
no. 3, part 1, December 2009, pp. 789-90. 
The authors, at Brooklyn College-CUNY, 
report:

120 college students were observed 
entering and exiting a public 
restroom. An independent samples 
t test indicated that women spent 
significantly more time in the 
restroom than did men. The average 
difference was 61.5 sec.
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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.

Another Asymmetric Engineer 
As a re-formed (but not reformed! I am still designing away like mad, as that is both 
my profession and my love) bearded engineer, I must report great delight in your 
“Asymmetric Engineers” series. Here is one of my favorites, an asymmetric portrait of 
the great Carl Wilhelm Siemens (1823–1883), inventor of the regenerative furnace. His 
muttonchops are about as extreme a case of left/right asymmetry as I have seen. Mine 
used to be pretty bad, but not as bad as old Carl Wilhelm’s obviously were. I measure 
mine at least twice a week now to ensure that I stay in compliance with the dictates of 
good facial practice.

Bert Roener
Munich, Germany

Mel in Colorado
The enigmatic Mel, as your correspondents 
have taken to calling him recently (I prefer to 
think of him more traditionally, as “the little 
man in the photos”), is almost clearly visible 
in this photograph. I am sorry about the small 
size. I purchased this (and several hundred 
other old photos) at a flea market in Denver 
several years ago. Mel’s presence leaped out at 
me. He is sitting, (only) partly obscured, behind 
the distinguished scientific gentleman in the 
white shirt.

Prof. Caroline Noe
Boulder, Colorado, U.S.A.

Socks in New Macedonia
Like Lira Nikolovska (AIR Vents 17:5), I also was born in Macedonia, and grew up in Skopje. I can confirm that yes, we got very snowy 
winters with lots of ice on the streets and sidewalks. I, like Nikolovska, remember people would often wear socks over their shoes and 
boots in the winter, so they would not slip on the ice.

But I disagree with her comment that “wool socks are better”. My mother had a somewhat irrational fear of sheep and wool. She made 
us wear socks that were made of anything but wool. In my experience (and that of my brothers and sister), wool is associated with pain 
inflicted by my mother (on the day she discovered that we would put on wool socks as soon as we left the house in winter, against her 
instructions) and is far from being a safety substance. Of course, this is probably true only for people in my immediate family.

Regardless of my personal tragedy (my feet were frozen throughout my childhood, at least in my memory) I want to give my personal 
commendation to the 2010 Ig Nobel Prize winners in physics: Lianne Parkin, Sheila Williams, and Patricia Priest of the University of 
Otago, New Zealand, who demonstrated that “on icy footpaths in wintertime, people slip and fall less often if they wear socks on the 
outside of their shoes.”

In case you are wondering, I now wear wool socks over my shoes in winter. My mother would revolve at high speed in her grave if she 
knew. So please do not tell her, even if you have some way of communicating with her.

Dr. Trifun P. Trajanovski
Skopje, Macedonia
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Bent Strip Test
I have just returned from a visit to the 
United States of America, where airport 
security officials are experimenting with 
novel techniques and devices. May I 
offer them (via you, hoping that you 
know someone there) this invention. It 
is called the Bent Strip Test. Yes, it was 
designed for a different purpose. But 
the security people whom I encountered 
(and who are now familiar with more 
of my body parts than I am) will, I feel, 
find a use for it.

Winston Deng
Collection Proviso Services

Singapore

Get them in bookstores—or online via www.improbable.com or at other fine and even not-so-fine e-bookstores.

&Ig® Nobel
Improbable Research 

BOOKS
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Improbable Research Review
Improbable theories, experiments, and conclusions
compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable Research staff

The Finch Who Did Herself In, in the Eye
“An Interesting Case of Mortality in the Gouldian Finch,” 
Harrison B. Tordoff, The Auk, vol. 84, no. 4, October 1967, 
pp. 604–5. (Thanks to Bob O’Hara for bringing this to 
our attention.) The author, at the University of Michigan 
Museum of Zoology, explains:

During the night of 27–28 January 1966, in our 
laboratory at The University of Michigan, an adult 
female black-faced Gouldian Finch, banded on 
the left leg with a green plastic band (number 5), 
scratched her right eye with her right foot. The claw 
of the outside toe (digit 4) struck the edge of the 
nictitating membrane, penetrated, and stuck. Thus 
entangled, the bird fell from the perch into a pan of 
drinking water, where in the darkness she drowned, 
claw still caught in nictitating membrane (Figure 
1, upper). Admittedly, this incident occurred in an 
artificial situation. Yet, it cannot be gainsaid that 
all of the essential elements of the situation can be 
replicated in the wild.

Bites, Detected and Counted
“A Device for Detecting and Counting Bites of Food Taken 
by a Person During Eating,” Yujie Dong, Adam Hoover, and 
Eric Muth, IEEE International Conference on Bioinformatics 
and Biomedicine, November 1–4, 2009, pp. 265—8. (Thanks 
to Pier Luigi Franceschini for bringing this to our attention.) 
The authors, at Clemson University, Clemson, South 
Carolina, report: 

We introduce methods for detecting in real-time 
information concerning bites taken during a meal. 
Our methods use an orientation sensor placed on 
the wrist of a user, and analyze the rolling motion of 
the wrist in order to detect a pattern related to biting 
behavior. We have built a prototype bite detector 
device based upon our methods. The device can 
count the total number of bites the user has taken, 
and provide the bites-taken rate (bites per minute) 
of the user. Experiments have been conducted to 
determine its accuracy. Ten subjects ate a meal 
of their choice, using utensils (or fingers) of their 
choice. Video was recorded of subjects eating, and 
synchronized with our device, in order to evaluate 
its performance. The sensitivity of the device was 
found to be 91%.

Detail from the report “An Interesting Case of Mortality in 
the Gouldian Finch.”

Detail from the report “A Device for Detecting and Counting 
Bites of Food Taken by a Person During Eating.” 
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Improbable Medical Review
Improbable diagnoses, techniques, and research
compiled by Bertha Vanatian, Improbable Research staff

How the Tooth Got in the Foot
“An Unusual Foreign Body in the Foot: Traumatic Implantation 
of a Human Tooth,” Zenon Pogorelić, Mihovil Biočić, and Josip 
Bekavac, Journal of Foot and Ankle Surgery, vol. 50, no. 2, 
March 2011, pp. 225–6. The authors, at Split University School of 
Medicine, Split, Croatia, write:

We report the case of a 29-year-old man who presented to the 
emergency department with persistent swelling and pain in 
his right foot, initially reported to be related to stepping on 
something while walking on the beach. When radiographs 
showed what appeared to be a human tooth embedded in the 
foot, the patient admitted to having been in a fight, during 
which he kicked his opponent in the jaw with his foot. The 
tooth was surgically removed and oral antibiotic therapy was 
administered for 1 week. The wound eventually healed by 
secondary intention without complications, and the patient 
returned to his regular activities 15 days after the operation.

Relative Finger Lengths in Superior Surfer Dudes
“Digit Ratio (2D:4D) and Performance in Male Surfers,” Liam P. Kilduff, Christian J. Cook, and John T. Manning,  
Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, vol. 25, no. 11, 2011, pp. 3175–80. Manning, the father of comparative 
finger length research, and his colleagues report:

In this study, we consider the relationship between 2D:4D [the relative length of the second and fourth digits] 
and performance among male surfers. Our sample comprised 46 competitors in the Men’s 5-star Professional 
World Qualifying Series surfing competition in Newquay, United Kingdom, in 2009. Three experienced 
surfing coaches rated the participants for overall surfing ability…. In addition, the final placing of the Newquay 
competition was used as an additional performance measure… We found that… low right 2D:4D correlates to 
high surfing ability in men.

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

Detail from the study “An Unusual Foreign Body in    
the Foot: Traumatic Implantation of a Human Tooth.”
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The 21st First Annual  
Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony
by Stephen Drew, Improbable Research staff

Chemistry was everywhere at the 21st First Annual Ig Nobel 
Prize Ceremony.
The 2011 Ig Nobel Prizes, honoring achievements that first 
make people LAUGH and then make them THINK, were 
awarded on Thursday evening, September 29, 2011, at 
Harvard University’s historic Sanders Theatre before  
1200 spectators in a ceremony filled with chemicals, coffee 
(itself a small universe of chemicals), opera singers, and 
paper airplanes. Around the world, thousands watched via 
live webcast.
This year’s winners came from five continents, at their  
own expense.
The Ig Nobel Prizes were physically handed to the winners 
by six genuine Nobel laureates: Dudley Herschbach 
(chemistry, 1986), Rich Roberts (physiology or medicine, 

1993), Roy Glauber (physics, 2005), Eric Maskin 
(economics, 2007), Peter Diamond (economics, 2010),  
and Lou Ignarro (physiology or medicine, 1998). Dr. Ignarro 
was the prize in the Win-a-Date-With-a-Nobel-Laureate 
Contest. For the 21st straight year, Jerome Friedman 
(Physics, 1990) planned to attend the ceremony, but was 
prevented from doing so by other obligations; he as usual 
appeared in recorded facsimile, telling the audience, “I hope 
you’re enjoying this as much as I am.”
Each winner was presented with an Ig Nobel Prize 
(manufactured in a new design, and as per tradition made  
of extremely cheap materials) and a piece of paper saying 
that they had won an Ig Nobel Prize (and signed by several 
Nobel laureates).
Four of the world’s great thinkers—Susan Lindquist,  
Donna Nelson, Dudley Herschbach, and Kate Clancy—
delivered this year’s 24/7 Lectures. Details appear elsewhere 
in this issue.
The evening included a special tribute to Professor William 
Lipscomb—one of the most beloved stars of most of the 
previous Ig Nobel Prize ceremonies. Professor Lipscomb 
died this past April at the age of 91. See the special Professor 
Lipscomb issue (AIR 17:4) for details of his life and hijinks.

TOP: The Ig Nobel Prize winners and the Nobel laureates 
gather at center stage for a pointless photo opportunity. 
Photo: Biyeun Buczyk.
LEFT: A lucky audience member claims her prize (Lou 
Ignarro, whose Nobel Prize-winning research led to the 
development of the drug Viagra) in the Win-a-Date-With- 
a-Nobel-Laureate contest. Photo: Mike Benveniste.
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The ceremony was produced by the Annals of Improbable 
Research (AIR) and co-sponsored by the Harvard–Radcliffe 
Science Fiction Association, the Harvard–Radcliffe Society of 
Physics Students, and the Harvard Computer Society. The entire 
event was made possible thanks to generous support from  
Google and from Microsoft Research, and from several other 
generous supporters; a full list appears on the ceremony web  
page <http://www.improbable.com/ig/2011/>.

Chemistry by and for All
The evening also featured numerous tributes to the theme of 
“Chemistry.” 
No one was permitted entry into Sanders Theatre unless they were 
demonstrably composed of chemicals. Prior to the ceremony, the 
entire building was subjected to a minute inspection—all objects 
that were not at least 51% composed of chemicals were removed.
This year’s Ig Nobel Prizes were in the form of periodic table 
tables. Each was a miniature four-legged table whose surface was 
a periodic table of the elements (with two special added elements: 
#119, Ignobeliam, and #120, Lipscombiam). The design was an 
homage of sorts to Theo Gray, who was awarded the 2002 Ig 
Nobel Prize in chemistry for conceiving of, and constructing, the 
first periodic table table.
The ceremony included the premiere of a new mini-opera called 
Chemist in a Coffee Shop, about a chemist who went into a coffee 
shop. It starred singers Maria Ferrante, Roberta Gilbert, and 
Thomas Michel, with Daniel Rosenberg, the founder of the Ig 
Nobel Prize ceremony’s performing chemist troupe, singing the 
role of the chemist. David Stockton stage managed and directed 
the opera. Branden Grimmett accompanied on piano, and Thomas 
Michel on accordion. The libretto appears elsewhere in this issue.
Tom Lehrer’s classic song “The Elements” featured heavily  
(and yet lightly) in the proceedings. The ceremony began with  
a brief sword swallowing incident (see below), followed by a  
duet performance of the song by Nobel laureate Rich Roberts  
and Dr. Thomas Michel of Brigham & Women’s Hospital.
Roberta Gilbert, accompanied by pianist Branden Grimmett, 
performed the modern debut of an alternate version of “The 
Elements”— a version that had been performed only once before 
in public decades earlier, for a small audience. This special 
version was created by Aristotle, and translated by Tom Lehrer. 
The sheet music is reproduced here, courtesy of Mr. Lehrer.

continued >
TOP: Nobel Laureate Rich Roberts (with hat) and Harvard 
Medical School professor Thomas Michel (with accordion)  

opens the ceremony with a performance of Tom Lehrer’s  
classic song “The Elements.” Photo: David Holzman.

MIDDLE: The 2011 Ig Nobel Prize. Photo: Eric  
Workman, who also designed and built the prizes. 

BOTTOM: The sheet music for the special version of the song  
“The Elements,” by Aristotle and Tom Lehrer, that received its 

modern premiere at the 2011 Ig Nobel Prize ceremony.  
Sheet music: courtesy of Tom Lehrer. 
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Brevity, Thanks to a Young Girl
Each new winner was permitted a maximum of sixty (60) 
seconds to deliver an acceptance speech; the time limit was 
enforced by Miss Sweetie Poo, a cute but implacable eight-
year-old girl.

Triumphant Returns: Sword-swallower, 
Flamingos, Spermicidal Coca-Cola, and 
the Self-Perfuming Business Suit
Several former Ig Nobel Prize winners were present, greeted 
with glee from the audience: Don Featherstone (1996 art 
prize, for creating the plastic pink flamingo): Dan Meyer 
(2007 medicine prize, for co-authoring the study “Sword 
Swallowing and Its Side Effects”); Deborah Anderson  
(2009 chemistry prize for testing whether Coca-Cola 
is an effective spermicide); and Hyuk Ho Kwon (1999 
environmental protection prize, for inventing the self-
perfuming business suit).
Mr. Meyer opened the ceremony by swallowing a sword and 
having it removed by Rich Roberts and Dr. Thomas Michel.
Mr. Kwon announced a new invention: a suit that designed to 
be worn in the wilderness and which includes a large number 
of technological emergency features, including a heater and 

Left to right: Nobel Laureate Lou Ignarro rises to greet the audience. Hyuk Ho Kwon, 1999 Ig Nobel Prize winner for 
inventing the self-perfuming business suit, makes a return appearance at the ceremony. Deborah Anderson, who won a  
2008 Ig Nobel Prize for determining whether Coca-Cola is an effective spermicide, returns to give a brief update on her 
work. Photos: Alexey Eliseev.

remote control facilities. Mr. Kwon demonstrated the suit 
two days later at MIT, with the assistance of two student 
volunteers.

Opposites Coincide
Marc Abrahams, master of ceremonies (and editor of the 
Annals of Improbable Research), closed the ceremony with 
the traditional farewell: “If you didn’t win an Ig Nobel Prize 
tonight—and especially if you did—better luck next year.”

Lectures at MIT
Two days later, the new winners tried to explain themselves 
at greater length (five minutes each) in free public lectures—
the Ig Informal Lectures—at MIT.

Broadcast, and Info
The Ceremony was streamed live on YouTube. Approxi-
mately 30 major news organizations in North America,  
South America, Europe, Africa, Asia, and Australia featured 
the webcast live on their own web sites. A recording of that 
webcast, as well as biographies of most of the ceremony 
participants and organizers, and lots of other info, are on  
our web site at <http://www.improbable.com/ig/2011/>.

A paper airplane, one of thousands thrown by the audience, 
approaches human aerodrome Rose Fox. Fox wore the 
historic helmet that John Senders built in the 1960s for 
the research that eventually earned him an Ig Nobel Prize. 
Photo: Alexey Eliseev.

1996 Ig Nobel art prize winner Don Featherstone, inventor 
of the plastic pink flamingo, returns to take a bow. His wife, 
Nancy, joins him. Photo: David Holzman.
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The 2011 Ig Nobel Prize Winners
Here are the 2011 Ig Nobel Prize winners. Each has  
done something that first makes people laugh, then makes 
them think.

physiology prize
Anna Wilkinson (of the U.K.), Natalie Sebanz (of THE 
NETHERLANDS, HUNGARY, and AUSTRIA), Isabella 
Mandl (of AUSTRIA) and Ludwig Huber (of AUSTRIA) 
for their study “‘No Evidence of Contagious Yawning in the 
Red-Footed Tortoise.””
REFERENCE: “‘No Evidence Of Contagious Yawning in 
the Red-Footed Tortoise Geochelone carbonaria,” Anna 
Wilkinson, Natalie Sebanz, Isabella Mandl, and Ludwig 
Huber, Current Zoology, vol. 57, no. 4, 2011. pp. 477–84.
            ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: Ludwig Huber.

chemistry prize
Makoto Imai, Naoki Urushihata, Hideki Tanemura, Yukinobu Tajima, 
Hideaki Goto, Koichiro Mizoguchi, and Junichi Murakami of 
JAPAN, for determining the ideal density of airborne wasabi (pungent 
horseradish) to awaken sleeping people in case of a fire or other 
emergency, and for applying this knowledge to invent the wasabi alarm.
REFERENCE: US patent application 2010/0308995 A1. Filing date:  
Feb 5, 2009.
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: 
Makoto Imai, Hideki Tanemura, 
Yukinobu Tajima, Hideaki Goto, 
Koichiro Mizoguchi, and Junichi 
Murakami.

< A yawning tortoise. Photo: Peter Baumber, courtesy of Anna Wilkinson.

Tortoise yawn researcher Anna Wilkinson and a tortoise.  
Photo courtesy of Anna Wilkinson.

LEFT: The wasabi alarm.
RIGHT: A portion of the patent 

for the wasabi alarm.
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medicine prize
Mirjam Tuk (of THE NETHERLANDS and the U.K.), Debra 
Trampe (of THE NETHERLANDS) and Luk Warlop (of 
BELGIUM). and jointly to Matthew Lewis, Peter Snyder 
and Robert Feldman (of the U.S.A.), Robert Pietrzak, David 
Darby, and Paul Maruff (of AUSTRALIA) for demonstrating 
that people make better decisions about some kinds of things, 
but worse decisions about other kinds of things‚ when they 
have a strong urge to urinate. 
REFERENCE: “Inhibitory Spillover: Increased Urination 
Urgency Facilitates Impulse Control in Unrelated 
Domains,” Mirjam A. Tuk, Debra Trampe, and Luk Warlop, 
Psychological Science, vol. 22, no. 5, May 2011, pp. 627–33.
REFERENCE: “The Effect of Acute Increase in Urge to 
Void on Cognitive Function in Healthy Adults,” Matthew 
S. Lewis, Peter J. Snyder, Robert H. Pietrzak, David Darby, 
Robert A. Feldman, and Paul T. Maruff, Neurology and 
Urodynamics, vol. 30, no. 1, January 2011, pp. 183–7.
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: Mirjam Tuk, Luk Warlop, 
Peter Snyder, Robert Feldman, and David Darby.

psychology prize
Karl Halvor Teigen of the University of Oslo, NORWAY, for 
trying to understand why, in everyday life, people sigh.
REFERENCE: “Is a Sigh ‘Just a Sigh’? Sighs as Emotional 
Signals and Responses to a Difficult Task,” Karl Halvor 
Teigen, Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, vol. 49, no. 1, 
2008, pp. 49–57. 
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: Karl Halvor Teigen.

Detail from the study “The Effect of Acute Increase in Urge 
to Void on Cognitive Function in Healthy Adults,”

Detail from the study “Is a Sigh ‘Just a Sigh’? Sighs as 
Emotional Signals and Responses to a Difficult Task.”
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literature prize
John Perry of Stanford University, U.S.A., for his Theory of  
Structured Procrastination, which says: To be a high achiever,  
always work on something important, using it as a way to 
avoid doing something that’s even more important.
REFERENCE: “How to Procrastinate and Still Get  
Things Done,” John Perry, Chronicle of Higher Education, 
February 23, 1996. Later republished elsewhere under the 
title “Structured Procrastination.”
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: Deborah Wilkes 
accepting the prize on behalf of Prof. Perry.

biology prize
Darryl Gwynne (of CANADA and AUSTRALIA and the U.K. and the U.S.A.) and 
David Rentz (of AUSTRALIA and the U.S.A.) for discovering that a certain kind of 
beetle mates with a certain kind of Australian beer bottle.
REFERENCE: “Beetles on the Bottle: Male Buprestids Mistake Stubbies for Females 
(Coleoptera),” D.T. Gwynne and D.C.F. Rentz, Journal of the Australian Entomological 
Society, vol. 22, 1983, pp. 79–80.
REFERENCE: “Beetles on the Bottle,” D.T. Gwynne and D.C.F. Rentz, Antenna: 
Proceedings (A) of the Royal Entomological Society London, vol. 8, no. 3, 1984,  
pp. 116–7.
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: Darryl Gwynne and David Rentz.

The beginning of John Perry’s original 
essay on structured procrastination.

A beetle attempting to copulate with a beer bottle. Photo courtesy of Darryl Gwynne and David Rentz.
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physics prize
Philippe Perrin, Cyril Perrot, Dominique Deviterne, and Bruno Ragaru (of FRANCE), and Herman Kingma (of THE 
NETHERLANDS), for determining why discus throwers become dizzy, and why hammer throwers don’t.
REFERENCE: “Dizziness in Discus Throwers is Related to Motion Sickness Generated While Spinning,” Philippe Perrin, 
Cyril Perrot, Dominique Deviterne, Bruno Ragaru, and Herman Kingma, Acta Oto-laryngologica, vol. 120, no. 3, March 
2000, pp. 390–5.
The winners could not attend the ceremony but sent a video of their acceptance speech.

mathematics prize
Dorothy Martin of the U.S.A. (who 
predicted the world would end in 
1954), Pat Robertson of the U.S.A. 
(who predicted the world would end 
in 1982), Elizabeth Clare Prophet 
of the U.S.A. (who predicted the 
world would end in 1990), Lee Jang 
Rim of KOREA (who predicted the 
world would end in 1992), Credonia 
Mwerinde of UGANDA (who 
predicted the world would end in 
1999), and Harold Camping of the 
U.S.A. (who predicted the world 
would end on September 6, 1994  
and later predicted that the world 
would end on October 21, 2011),  
for teaching the world to be 
careful when making mathematical 
assumptions and calculations.
The winners could not or would not 
attend the ceremony.

Harold Camping’s book explaining 
when the world will end.

Another book by Harold Camping, 
in which he explains the basis of his 
mathematical calculations, and also 
explains the difficultyof performing 
those calculations correctly.
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peace prize
Arturas Zuokas, the mayor of Vilnius, LITHUANIA, for 
demonstrating that the problem of illegally parked luxury cars  
can be solved by running them over with an armored tank.
VIDEO: <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V-fWN0FmcIU>
OFFICIAL CITY INFO: <http://www.vilnius.lt/newvilniusweb/
index.php/116/?itemID=94256>
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: Arturas Zuokas.

public safety prize
John Senders of the University of Toronto, CANADA, for conducting a series of 
safety experiments in which a person drives an automobile on a major highway 
while a visor repeatedly flaps down over his face, blinding him.
REFERENCE: “The Attentional Demand of Automobile Driving,” John W. 
Senders, et al., Highway Research Record, vol. 195, 1967, pp. 15–33.
VIDEO: < http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOguslSPpqo >
ATTENDING THE CEREMONY: John Senders.

Arturas Zuokas, the mayor of Vilnius, Lithuania, demonstrates 
how to run over and crush an illegally parked luxury car.

Frames from a film of the experiment in which an automobile 
driver wore a helmet that repeatedly occluded his vision.
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The Acceptance Speeches
transcribed by Caitlin Burke <caitlin@marmoset.com>

Here are the acceptance speeches given by (or in one case, 
on behalf of) the 2011 Ig Nobel Prize winners. A few 
exceeded the one-minute time limit, a fact that eight-year-old 
Miss Sweetie Poo promptly brought to their attention.

Tortoise-yawn researcher Ludwig Huber (left) accepts his 
Ig Nobel Prize from Nobel laureate Peter Diamond. Photo: 
David Holzman.

psysiology prize
Anna Wilkinson, Natalie Sebanz, Isabella Mandl, and 
Ludwig Huber[for the study “‘No Evidence of Contagious 
Yawning in the Red-Footed Tortoise”]:
LUDWIG HUBER: So, many many thanks to you for your 
patience and for your laughing. It is really a funny story—
and this is Anna Wilkinson, all the credits go to her. She is 
the mastermind behind the Cold-Blooded Cognition Lab in 
Vienna. So we are testing reptiles like tortoise, whether they 
engage in social learning, in any kind of social behavior. 
So for instance we found that they learn socially although 
they are completely solitary species, and also they follow 
the gaze of each other. But they do not yawn contagiously. 
That means they do not behave the way we behave if we 
empathize, if we share interests, and do other things. So this 
is really a story about the evolution of cognition. I thank 
Anna, I thank Isabella, I thank Natalie Sebanz, and also 
Wilhelmina and all the tortoises. Thank you.

Makoto Imai (right) and his fellow inventors of the wasabi 
alarm show their Ig Nobel prize to the audience. Photo: 
Biyeun Buczyk.

chemistry prize
Makoto Imai, Naoki Urushihata, Hideki Tanemura, Yukinobu 
Tajima, Hideaki Goto, Koichiro Mizoguchi, and Junichi 
Murakami [for determining the ideal density of airborne 
wasabi (pungent horseradish) to awaken sleeping people 
in case of a fire or other emergency, and for applying this 
knowledge to invent the wasabi alarm]:
MAKOTO IMAI: We have been thinking about how to wake 
up people with hearing disabilities, in case of emergency. 
The answer is wasabi spray [removes small atomizer from 
pocket and holds it up]. The optimal concentration of 
[airborne] wasabi is from 5 to 30 ppm. By the way, this prize 
is a gift from [the test subjects] in the examination room 
[who] choked with pungent smell, with tears and cough. I do 
appreciate their courage and cooperation. Our next mission 
is to maximize the potential [of] wasabi spray, for example, 
to reduce uncomfortable smell of shoes. But do not spray 
onto sushi and Japanese noodles. Thank you.

Aided by a karaoke coach who accompanied them  
on the journey from Japan, and by a volunteer  
sleeper, and by minordomo Julia Lunetta, the  
team of wasabi-alarm inventors demonstrate  

their invention. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.
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Miriam Tuk and Luk Warlop, two thirds of the European 
team that won half of the medicine prize, give their 
acceptance speech. Photo: Alexey Eliseev. 

medicine prize
Mirjam Tuk, Debra Trampe, and Luk Warlop; and Peter 
Snyder, Robert Feldman, David Darby, and Paul Maruff 
[for demonstrating that people make better decisions about 
some kinds of things, but worse decisions about other kinds 
of things‚ when they have a strong urge to urinate]. This 
prize was awarded jointly to two teams, for work each did 
independently. Each team delivered its own acceptance 
speech.
MIRJAM TUK: Thank you! In our research, we examined 
that a physiologic form of control—bladder control—can 
also facilitate behavioral control. We had several participants 
who had to drink either a lot or just a little bit of water, and 
approximately one half an hour later, they engaged in several 
tasks. It turns out that those who had to control their bladder 
to a larger extent were better able to control their impulse, 
and they were more patient with money. So they could wait 
for a later, but larger, reward instead of wanting a more 
immediate reward. This suggests that neurological control 
signals are task-unspecific, which has important implications 
for impulse control. Thank you.
PETER SNYDER: Thank you on behalf of all scientists 
who work tirelessly each and every day to understand the 
complex relationship between man’s brain and his urologic 
system. Our results are a little bit different from what you 
just heard, because we caused some serious pain in our study. 
The brain’s control of bladder is complex. We can delay 
voiding as long as we choose—to a point. As we know, the 
longer we wait, the more pain that we feel. Using sensitive 
cognitive tests that we designed ourselves, we found 
increasing cognitive impairment in attention and working 
memory with delayed voiding. These impairments were 
the same, actually, as staying awake for 24 hours or if you 
reach the legal limit for driving, at a bar. Also these deficits 
magically go away as soon as you, ah, run to the bathroom. 
Why this relationship between thinking and peeing?
MISS SWEETIE POO: Please stop, I’m bored. Please stop, 
I’m bored. Please stop….

PETER SNYDER: Ah! 
ROBERT FELDMAN: When you gotta go…
DAVID DARBY: You gotta go!

Miss Sweetie Poo informs psychology prize winner Karl 
Halvor Teigen, that she has heard enough talk about sighing. 
Photo: David Holzman.

psychology prize
Karl Halvor Teigen [for trying to understand why, in daily 
life, people sigh]:
KARL HALVOR TEIGEN: Well, this study is the result of 
a research project with psychology students. I wanted to 
show that there are still topics in psychology that have been 
overlooked by research. Sighs is one such topic. We found  
no empirical studies of sighs, so we had to invent our own 
sigh-cology. [Audience laughter and applause.] We asked 
people what it meant when other people sighed, and they 
thought they were simply sad, but when they sighed 

David Darby, Peter Snyder, and Robert Feldman, part of the 
Australian/American team that shared the medicine prize 
with the European team, explain their take on urination and 
decision-making. Photo: Mike Benveniste. 

continued >
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themselves it simply meant resignation—“I give up.” So 
we gave people puzzles they could not solve. And they 
gave up. And they sighed. Others have claimed different 
results. Physiologically, sighing serves to normalize irregular 
breathing during stress, but we also think—
MISS SWEETIE POO: Please stop, I’m bored, Please stop, 
I’m bored. Please stop….
KARL HALVOR TEIGEN: When you are bored, you  
should sigh!

Miss Sweetie Poo informs Deborah WIlkes, that she has heard 
enough talk about procrastination. Photo: Alexey Eliseev. 

literature prize
John Perry [for his Theory of Structured Procrastination, 
which says: To be a high achiever, always work on something 
important, using it as a way to avoid doing something that’s 
even more important]. Professor Perry had a previous 
commitment to be at a conference in Germany. He sent 
colleague Deborah Wilkes to deliver the acceptance speech 
on his behalf.
DEBORAH WILKES: Good evening, ladies, gentlemen, 
and academics. I’m John Perry’s editor, and I have—it’s 
one of my duties, right, to show up, because he is a… 
procrastinator. So he has sent me this message—he’s in 
Germany this evening, and wanted me to relay these words. 
“Beam at audience.” [Wilkes beams.] “I’m honored to 
receive this prize for my work on structured procrastination, 
and sorry I can’t be here to celebrate with all these esteemed 
winners. Frankly, as a devout practitioner of structured 
procrastination, it was all I could do to compose this little 
speech. My thanks go mainly to my editor, Deborah Wilkes 
[Wilkes points at herself], who despite my procrastination 
has published some of my finest works over many years. 
I have, in my opinion, made enormous contributions to 
philosophy in the course of my career, changing the way  
that occupants of the most widely—” 
MISS SWEETIE POO: Please stop, I’m bored. Please stop, 
I’m bored. Please stop….

DEBORAH WILKES [continues, handing a gift to Miss 
Sweetie Poo]: “…deserted mansion we call philosophy, and 
certainly I get tons of email, and thank you…. And blow a 
kiss to the audience!” [Wilkes blows kisses to the audience.]

Biology prize winners David Rentz and Darryl Gwynne 
relive their discovery of bottle-boinking beetles. Photo:  
Mike Benveniste. 

biology prize
Darryl Gwynne and David Rentz [for discovering that a 
certain kind of beetle mates with a certain kind of Australian 
beer bottle]:
DARRYL GWYNNE: This is a study of sex and the brewing 
industry in Australia, and it was some 23 years ago we 
did this study. And David and I have been waiting by the 
telephone for the phone call for decades—and it finally 
came. It’s a study of Australian beetles that are fooled into 
mating with beer bottles. And I’ll let my colleague David 
Rentz take up the theme.
DAVID RENTZ: Well, we were out on the Australian desert 
one morning, and we discovered a large beetle called the 
buprestid that was attempting to mate with beer bottles that 
had been cast along the side of the road by truck drivers and 
the like. And we did a number of experiments that isolated 
the causes of this. It had to do with color, and with the 
tubercles that seemed to be on the bottom of the beer bottle, 
held as grips. 
MISS SWEETIE POO: Please stop, I’m bored. Please stop, 
I’m bored. Please stop….
DAVID RENTZ [brandishing bag]: Now, keep going. [He 
begins trying to buy off Miss Sweetie Poo with endless items 
pulled from the bag.]
DARRYL GWYNNE: It has deep ecological significance for 
the conservation of beetles and also for sexual differences 
theory. Only males make mating mistakes—not females.

psychology prize (continued)
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physics prize
Philippe Perrin, Cyril Perrot, Dominique Deviterne, 
Bruno Ragaru, and Herman Kingma [for determining why 
discus throwers become dizzy, and why hammer throwers 
don’t]. The winners could not travel, and so delivered their 
acceptance speech via recorded video:
HERMAN KINGMA: On behalf of all of us, we are very 
happy to accept the I-G Nobel Prize. As we understand, it’s 
something that deals with research that at first glance sounds 
very funny. And we accept it especially because we want 
to show that our research is not funny at all. We’re very 
serious researchers, trying to find out how the balance system 
works. We do that in forced situations, in natural situations, 
and especially also in patients. So one of the things that we 
develop is knowledge to help our patients. For example, 
vestibular implants, understanding more about diseases, and 
this is what we want to bring to your attention. Thank you.
PHILIPPE PERRIN: Complementary to this field, it’s also of 
interest to understand motion sickness.

mathematics prize
Dorothy Martin, Pat Robertson, Elizabeth Clare Prophet, 
Lee Jang Rim, Credonia Mwerinde, and Harold Camping 
[for teaching the world to be careful when making 
mathematical assumptions and calculations, especially when 
making a specific prediction about when the world will end]:
The winners could not or would not attend the ceremony.

Arturas Zuokas, the car-crushing mayor of Vilnius, accepts 
the peace prize from Peter Diamond. Minordomo Peaco 
Todd smiles. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.

peace prize
Arturas Zuokas [for demonstrating that the problem of 
illegally parked luxury cars can be solved by running them 
over with an armored tank]:
ARTURAS ZUOKAS: Thank you. It seems that I have 
discovered what unites people around the globe: it is 
universally understood that an idiot blocking a bike lane is 
the same idiot no matter where he lives and what language 

he speaks. If we finally solve the problems of illegal parking, 
the world for sure will be a better place, with peace and 
harmony. And I’m glad to help to do my part in it. Mark 
Twain said, the human race has only one really effective 
weapon, and that is laughter. And in the end I would like to 
give a special book as a gift. It’s called Illegal Living. It’s 
published in Lithuania, and of course it’s not a handbook 
in how to become illegal. And very useful stickers. If you 
have problems, for example, your neighbor will park—will 
block your entrance, it will be very useful. [He distributes 
stickers.] Thank you very much for this award.

John Senders, the historic helmet by his side, tells how he 
drove a car without always looking. Photo: David Holzman. 

public safety prize
John Senders [for conducting a series of safety experiments 
in which a person drives an automobile on a major highway 
while a visor repeatedly flaps down over his face, blinding 
him]:
JOHN SENDERS: In 1963, I was asked to investigate 
normal driving. Everyone was looking at accidents and 
things like that. And Don Gordon, at the Bureau of Public 
Roads, said that if I knew anything about normal driving 
he’d love to hear about it. So, on the highways ’round 
old Cambridge goes the car of old John Senders. Daring 
scientist, old John Senders, drives with eyes closed half 
the time. Then he built a driving helmet, on command his 
sight occluded. Others thought he was deluded! Drives 
with eyes closed half the time. In accord with expectations, 
found robust correlations: wider roads, slower speeds, far 
far fewer looks he needs. Then came cell phones, then came 
texting, then came deaths and lawsuits vexing. Now to 
quantify distraction, my technique gives satisfaction. Forty 
years after the publication, my occlusion method became an 
international standard. Thank you.
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The 24-7 Lectures

Donna Nelson 24/7s. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.

Donna Nelson, professor of chemistry at 
Oklahoma University, a visiting professor at 
MIT, and a science advisor to the television 
program “Breaking Bad”

TOPIC: Single-walled carbon nanotubes
Complete technical description in  
TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS: 
We analyzed functionalized single-wall carbon nanotubes 
by using NMR. Initially we found that the analyses were not 
reproducible. They seemed to depend upon how long the 
samples sat before analysis. We thought the nanotubes might 
be rebundling, so we tried sonicating the sample just before 
taking the NMR. That produced consistent results. 
Clear summary that anyone can understand, in  
SEVEN (7) WORDS:
Nanotube analyses should be shaken, not stored.

As part of the Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony, four of the world’s 
great thinkers were invited to give 24/7 Lectures.
Each 24/7 Lecture was on an assigned topic. The lecturer 
was asked to explain that topic twice:

FIRST, a complete technical description in 
TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS;

and THEN a clear summary that anyone can 
understand, in SEVEN (7) WORDS.

The time and word limits were enforced by the Ig Nobel 
referee, Mr. John Barrett, and by the Ig Nobel V-Chip 
Monitor, prominent New York attorney William J. Maloney.
Here are the complete transcripts of this year’s 24-7 
Lectures.

Susan Lindquist 24/7s. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.

Susan Lindquist, pioneer in the study of  
protein folding, a professor of biology at MIT, 
and a member of the Whitehead Institute

TOPIC: Stress reactions
Complete technical description in  
TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS: 
In preventing the induction of apoptotic and necrotic 
responses to proteotoxic stresses, abbreviated conditioning 
pretreatments induce a highly orchestrated and multifaceted 
survival response involving the deployment of molecular 
chaperones, protein remodeling factors, proteasome 
degradation elements, (ubiquitin ligases and deubiquitinating 
proteases) together with diverse osmolytes.
Clear summary that anyone can understand, in  
SEVEN (7) WORDS:
What does not kill you…makes you strong. Dudley Herschbach prepares to 24/7, closely watched  

by V-Chip Monitor William J. Maloney and minordomo  
Ben Biggs. Photo: David Holzman.
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Dudley Herschbach 24/7s. Photo: Mike Benveniste.

Dudley Herschbach, professor of chemistry at 
Harvard, and a 1986 Nobel laureate in chemistry

TOPIC: The OH + NO reaction
Complete technical description in  
TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS: 
Laser-induced fluorescence spectra have been obtained 
for OH radicals produced when H atoms and NO2 react in 
thermal energy collisions in the region where two beams 
containing the reagents intersect. Spectra of the (0,0), (1,1), 
(0,1), (1,2), (0,2), and (1,3) bands of the A doublet sigma 
to X doublet pi system have been observed. Distributions 
of OH over the whole energetically accessible range of 
rovibrational levels have been determined using surprisal 
analysis to deduce complete rotational distributions from 
the observed distributions over high rotational levels. Both 
the vibration and rotation of OH are more excited than 
expected on a purely statistical basis, the average fractional 
yields being 0.23 for vibration and 0.29 for rotation. Mild 
preferences are also found for the lower doublet pi three-
halves spin-orbit component and for the lambda-doublet 
levels…
Clear summary that anyone can understand, in  
SEVEN (7) WORDS:
Molecules are seldom vicious, although often capricious!

Kate Clancy 24/7s, observed by minordomo Julia Rios and 
Human Curtain Rod Debra Wise. Photo: Mike Benveniste.

Kate Clancy, Assistant Professor of 
Anthropology at the University of Illinois, and 
author of the blog “Context and Variation”

TOPIC: Vaginal pH
Complete technical description in  
TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS: 
The pH of a healthy premenopausal vagina is 3.8-4.5. This 
means that your vag is more acidic than your skin, water, and 
semen, which is 7.2-7.8. The vagina will even produce more 
acid in the presence of semen, in order to regulate pH. When 
vaginal pH is more basic you are susceptible to bacterial 
infections. Douching makes it more basic and flushes out 
your normal vaginal flora more extensively and forcefully 
than ejaculate. Then the fragrance irritates vaginal tissue. 
So those ads that tell you to Hail to the V with their weird 
talking hand vaginas? If you really want to Hail to the V  
you will let your vag be.
Clear summary that anyone can understand, in  
SEVEN (7) WORDS:
Leave your acidic vagina alone. DON’T DOUCHE.
or
Vaginas should smell like vaginas, not flowers.
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LIBRETTO: Chemist in a Coffee Shop
Words: Marc Abrahams (acts 1-4), Tom Lehrer (Act 5)
Music: Johannes Brahms, Georges Bizet, Jacques Offenbach, Luigi Denza, and Arthur Sullivan

Chemist in a Coffee Shop premiered as 
part of the 21st First Annual Ig Nobel 
Prize Ceremony, at Sanders Theater, 
Harvard University, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, on September 29, 2011. 
Video of the performance can be seen 
at www.improbable.com.
Special thanks to Tom Lehrer for letting 
us use and slightly mangle his classic 
song “The Elements” in Act 5.

Original Cast
Stage manager and conductor:  
David Stockton
Barista: Maria Ferrante
Baroasta: Roberta Gilbert
The Chemist: Daniel Rosenberg
Dr. Thomas Michel: himself
A customer: Marc Andelman
Other customers: Nobel laureates 
Dudley Herschbach, Rich Roberts, Roy 
Glauber, Peter Diamond, Eric Maskin, 
Lou Lou Ignarro; performer Amanda 
Palmer; and all the 2011 Ig Nobel Prize 
winners and 24/7 Lecturers.
Pianist: Branden Grimmett
The story: A CHEMIST comes into 
the coffee shop, gets a cup of coffee, 
then chats briefly and insultingly with 
the two baristas—named BARISTA 
and BAROASTA—who work in the 
shop. He sits down with a cup of 
coffee. Mostly he stays in that seat 
throughout the opera. BARISTA and 
BAROASTA turn out to know quite a 
bit of chemistry. In act 2 and thereafter, 
BARISTA and BAROASTA keep feeding 
THE CHEMIST free coffee, to which 
the chemist responds physically, more 
and more, as the opera goes on. He 
becomes devoted to the baristas, taking 
notes about what they say and helping 
them, becoming their increasingly 
admiring assistant.

ACT 1: “A Chemist Comes 
Into a Coffee Shop…” 
[WE SEE THE TWO BARISTAS ALREADY IN THE 
SHOP, WORKING AWAY.]

NARRATOR [WHO IS ALWAYS SIPPING 
COFFEE]: Tonight’s opera is about a 
coffee shop. It’s also about chemistry.
[THE CHEMIST WALKS INTO THE SHOP, AND 
THE BARISTAS QUICKLY, EFFICIENTLY SERVE 
HIM A CUP.]

NARRATOR: The shop has two baristas, 
who are really knowledgeable about 
coffee. It looks like they have a new 
customer. It looks like that customer is 
a chemist. It looks like the baristas are 
giving him a nice, fresh cup of coffee. 
And it looks like it’s time for me to 
shut up and see what happens.
[MUSIC: “Hungarian Dance #5,” 
Johannes Brahms]

[CHEMIST takes a big sip of coffee]

CHEMIST [SPOKEN:] Hey, this cup 
of chemicals tastes pretty good! 
Tastes like coffee, ha ha ha ha ha! 
That’s because it IS coffee, ha ha ha 
ha ha! Heh—I know you work in a 
coffee shop, but I bet you don’t know 
the secret of WHAT’S IN COFFEE, 
chemically speaking.
CHEMIST:
[SINGS A BIT TAUNTINGLY, A CAPELLA AND 
NOT TOO SKILLFULLY, TO THE TUNE OF 
BRAHMS’ 5TH HUNGARIAN DANCE:]

Coffee isn’t what you think—
Coffee’s a…
Very simple drink.
Mostly good old H-two-O!
Hydrogen and oxygen!
That’s WATER, don’t you know!

[SPOKEN:] Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha 
ha ha ha!

[SITS DOWN WITH THE COFFEE, AND 
POINTEDLY STOPS PAYING ATTENTION TO  
THE BARISTAS.]

[THE TWO BARISTAS NOW SING THIS SONG, 
BEGINNING WITH THE START OF THE 
ORIGINAL TUNE. THEY PRETEND THAT THEY 
DON’T KNOW THE CHEMIST CAN HEAR THEM. 
THE CHEMIST PRETENDS THAT HE ISN’T 
PAYING ATTENTION TO THEM. AS THE SONG 
PROGRESSES, THE CHEMIST PRETENDS HE IS 
NOT EMBARRASSED AT HAVING ACTED LIKE 
AN ASS. ]

BARISTA:
Coffee is a simple drink.
Common stuff.
Hardly worth a think.

BAROASTA:
They make coffee everywhere,
Making coffee takes no brains,
And hardly any care.

BARISTA:
Put some water into a cup.
Coffee, too.
Then just stir it up.

BAROASTA:
Lots-a sugar! Lots-a cream!
Simply put: The more you add,
The better it will seem!
BOTH: HA!

BAROASTA: Beans might matter—just 
Arabica!… Please!

My bean pref’rence is… well, just a 
little Viennese…

Though Robusta beans—have a… little 
extra manganese!

BARISTA: Ah, the subtle sweetness of 
manganese!

BAROASTA: I like beans that have lots 
of… P-xylenol.

BARISTA: I like beans just bursting… 
with isoeugenol.

BAROASTA: I like beans with… low 
dihydrositosterol.

BARISTA: That’s what you say! You, 
you’re a know-it-all. 



 Annals of Improbable Research | November–December 2011 | vol. 17, no. 6 | 21 www.improbable.com

BAROASTA:
Maybe I should be like Harry Potter. 
[GESTURES, HALF-MOCKINGLY TOWARD  
THE CHEMIST]

Use a spell to purify the water.

BARISTA:
You, you’d never conjure any danger.
You’re a scholar, like Hermione 

Granger!

BAROASTA:
Chemistry can… show you if there’s 

something wrong.
Spot some sourness… or a batch that’s 

wayyyyyyyyyy too strong.
T’see if you have… got a crappy  

coffee bean,
Monitor the… 2-hydroxy-pyradine.

BARISTA:
Brewing methods! Which one is best?
Choose THAT one—then ignore the 

rest. 
Study up! Apportion your time
To the many aspects of your coffee 

paradigm.

BAROASTA:
Percolator? That work okay?
Or perhaps, a filter, s’il vous plait?
Do a drip? Or use a French press?
Contemplating all the options causes 

great distress!

BARISTA:
Try some physics?…. Use a vacuum 

under glass —
Exploit certain…. properties of gas.
Or just boil it in water—be traditional 

like that.
Mess that up, though, and you will taste 

a rat.

BAROASTA:
Choose your method! Oh, you can 

really screw it up!
Un-delicious… desolation in a cup!

BOTH:
Ruination… will happen right away if 

you are wrong.
Coffee-making calls for… an intellect 

that’s strong!
Strong, strong, strong!

ACT 2: Something  
About Coffee…
NARRATOR [SIPPING COFFEE]: In Act 
Two of our opera, we are still in the 
coffee shop. Of course we are! Why 
would we go anywhere else? The two 
baristas look like they want to talk 
about coffee. Nothing new there. Let’s 
see what they have to say….

[MUSIC: “Habanera,” Georges Bizet, 
from “Carmen”]

BARISTA:
Some crave coffee that’s steamy hot.
Some crave coffee that’s chilly cool.
I don’t care if it’s hot or not.

I care about one special molecule.
Certain molecules have allure.
—Hey, I LIKE carbon, but I LOVE 

graphene!—
But always, ALWAYS, my chem  

du jour’s
That little molecule they call… 

CAFFEINE!
Caffeine! Caffeine! Caffeine! Caffeine!
The very name is very nice.
Caffeine, caffeine! Caaa-ffeine!  

Woo-hoo!
Perhaps I should be more precise:
C-eight H-ten N-four O-two.

[OTHERS:] Caffeine! Caffeine!
Yes, there are pedants who prefer to say 

a diff’rent name—
Caffeine! Caffeine!!
TRIMETHYLXANTHINE… Yes, 

PEDANTIC’LY, it’s the same.
Caffeine! Caffeine!
It acts in diff’rent ways on diff’rent 

people’s body clocks. 
Caffeine! Caffeine!
It helps makes coffee so delicious  

a paradox.

BARISTA:
In most countries most people think 
That coffee makes you fly, and makes 

you leap.
In Japan, though, this dreamy drink
Is what folks use to help them get 
to sleep.
In our neighborhood coffee shop
We brew the coffee so it’s quite dilute.
But Turks and Greeks serve it thick  

as glop.
And if it’s not, you’ll hear a loud 

dispute.
Caffeine! Caffeine! Caffeine! Caffeine!
The very name is very nice.
Caffeine, caffeine! Caaa-ffeine!  

Woo-hoo!
Perhaps I should be more precise:
C-eight H-ten N-four O-two.

[OTHERS:] Caffeine! Caffeine!
C-eight H-ten N-four O-two. 
Caffeine! Caffeine!
Caffeine! Caffeine!
Caffeine! Caffeine! Caffeeeeeeeeeine! 

The secret of the coffee bean!TOP: The two baristas, Roberta 
Gilbert (left) and Ferrante, confront 
their haughty new customer (Daniel 
Rosenberg). Photo: Mike Benveniste. continued >
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[MUSIC: “The Toreador Song,” 
Georges Bizet, from “Carmen”]

BAROASTA:
Well-made coffee
Is a bit like toffee —
Its delicious taste
Has many elements.
Furans and pyrroles, 
Proteins and thiazoles,
Protocatechuic acid. All packed in  

one bean!
Who can measure
All the simple pleasure
From this simple food
Which needs no supplements.
This simple fluid
Somehow accru-ed 
Lots of simple compounds—Let me 

mention just a few!
Aliphatic acids,
Chlorogenic acids,
And a slew of polysaccharides.
Tryptophan! Obtusifoliol!
And I tell you that’s not all!
My favorite… (You knew 

it! You knew it!) is 
cafeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeiiiiiiiiiine!

Caffeine? I like it!
You! You like it, too!
Hey, buckaroo—What does it do?
When… you drink coffee,  

Well, need I explain
That it acts on your brain!
Your heart and kidneys and
Your sphincter, too!
Yes, on your sphincter, too!

ALL:
Caffeine? I like it!
You! You like it, too!
Hey, buckaroo—What does it do?

BAROASTA:
When… you drink coffee,  

Well, need I explain
That it acts on your brain!

ALL:
Your heart and kidneys and
Your sphincter, too!
Yes, on your sphincter, too!

[ALL RUSH OFF, PRESUMABLY TO THE LOO.]

ACT 3: The Coffee Diet
NARRATOR: It’s Street Performer Day 
at the coffee shop. Street performers 
get a free cup of coffee if they come to 
the shop and perform something about 
coffee. Here comes one now! And he’s 
a doctor, too. It’s Dr. Thomas Michel 
of Harvard Medical School. Dr. Michel 
has been doing some research on the 
health effects of coffee. Maybe he’ll tell 
us about that…

[DR. MICHEL AND HIS ACCORDION COME 
IN. THE CHEMIST (AND/OR OTHERS? THE 
BARISTAS, TOO?) CANNOT HELP BUT DO A 
ONE-PERSON KICKLINE TO ACCOMPANY HIM.]

[MUSIC: “Can-Can,” Jacques 
Offenbach]

DR. MICHEL:
Do you know the coffee diet?
Though it seems a bit obscure,
There’s no reason not to try it.
It’s so simple and so pure.
Coffee’s good at elevating
Your base metabolic rate --
Gets your brainstem oscillating,
You feel vibrant! You feel great!
All you drink is coffee, coffee, co-o-

ffee!
Lunch and dinner—coffee, coffee, co-

o-ffee!
You’ll get thinner—coffee, coffee, co-

o-ffee!
Saint or sinner, everyone drinks
Coffee, coffee, coffee, coffee, coffee, 

coffee, coffee, coffee,
Coooooo-ffeeeeeeeee !

[CHORUS:]
Oh! As an appetite suppressant
Coffee is incessant.
Yet it makes you effervescent!
Coffee is just so fab! It
Turns into a habit.
Keeps you hopping like a rabbit.
Here’s why it’s dietetic:
It’s a diuretic—
Makes you GO, GO, GO! GO, GO, GO, 

GO! GO, 
COFFEE!
You cannot sleep
Because you want to keep
On drinking, ‘cause it’s cheap.
Record-keeping for this diet.
Is so simple to keep up.
All you do to quantify it
Is to count each coffee cup.
Grandé, venti, more than twenty
Cups a day a habit makes…
Habit makes… habit makes… habit 

makes… habit makes… 
habit makes… habit makes… habit 

makes…
Habit habit habit habit habit habit habit 

habit.

[REPEAT THE CHORUS]

TOP: The baristas extol the virtue of disacharides. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.
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And it has no cholesterol!
It has no nutrients at all!
Coffee, coffee, coffee, coffee,  

coffee, coffee,
Coooooo--

ffeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

[NOTE: THIS SONG WAS ORIGINALLY 
PART OF ONE OF OUR EARLIER 
OPERAS—“THE ATKINS DIET OPERA,” 
IN 2004,]

ACT 4: In the Coffee
NARRATOR [SIPPING COFFEE]: Well, 
we’re still here in the coffee shop. I’m 
having my my fourth cup. This must 
be Act Four! I’m anxious to see what’s 
going to happen. But first, I have to 
pee. I’ve just had four cups of coffee. 
Excuse me, will you? I’ll be back. 
Meanwhile, you listen to the music.

[MUSIC: “Funiculi Funicula,”  
Luigi Denza] 

BARISTA:
Just WHAT should you put in a cup of 

coffee?
I’ll tell you WHAT.  

[OTHERS:] I’ll tell you WHAT.

BAROASTA:
The way that I respond to perfect 

coffee…
Well, I’m a nut.  

[OTHERS:] A coffee nut.

BARISTA:
The way that I react is so PAVLOV-y—
Right from my gut!  

[OTHERS:] Right from my gut! —
When certain SPECIAL THINGS are  

in my coffee —
And nothing but.  

[OTHERS:] And nothing but.

ALL:
Sugar! Sugar! Sugar and some cream,
In proportion, working as a team!
When I put sugar in my coffee with the 

right amount of cream,
Verily, oh verily, oh life is but a dream!

[REPEAT the “sugar! sugar!” segment]

BARISTA:
The chemistry of sugar is so simple.
Disaccharide.  

[OTHERS:] Disaccharide.
Each molecule has got a sort of dimple.
On either side.  

[OTHERS:] On either side.

There’s an ether bond between the  
one part—

The fructosyl.  
[OTHERS:] The fructosyl. 

And its attractive isomeric 
sweetheart—

The glucosyl.  
[OTHERS:] The glucosyl.

ALL:
Sucrose! Sucrose! So completely 

sweet!
Fructose, glucose—nothing indiscreet.
Good old C-twelve H-twenty-two  

Oh-(ho!)-eleven! What a treat!
Glycosidic linkage keeps the bonding 

nice and neat.

BAROASTA:
Cream caresses coffee in a cuppa,
Consider this.  

[OTHERS:] Consider this.
A drink drunk after lunch or  

after suppah
Was simple bliss.  

[OTHERS:] Was simple bliss.

TOP: Maria Ferrante, Daniel 
Rosenberg, Thomas Michel, Roberta 
Gilbert and Marc Andelman exhibit 
certain effects of the coffee diet.  
Photo: Mike Benveniste.

continued >



24 | Annals of Improbable Research | November–December 2011 | vol. 17, no. 6 www.improbable.com

That bliss was quite contingent  
on the texture—

Not like a paste. 
[OTHERS:] Not like a paste. 

Nothing so astringent that it vexed your
Exquisite taste.  

[OTHERS:] Exquisite taste. —

ALL:
Cream is smooth and rich, and  

mixes well!
Cream enhances coffee taste and smell,
With phospholipids and some proteins 

as emulsifiers that
Fortify the globules of delicious 

butterfat! 

ALL:
Sugar! Sugar! Sugar and some cream,
In proportion, working as a team!
When I put sugar in my coffee with the 

right amount of cream,
Verily, oh verily, oh life is but a dream!

[REPEAT the “sugar! sugar!” segment]

ACT 5: The Ingredients
NARRATOR [SIPPING COFFEE]: I’m 
back. Just in time for the thrilling 
conclusion to tonight’s opera. Oh. 
look! The coffee shop is FILLED with 
customers. And they look excited! 
That’s because the baristas have 
JUST invented a new flavor of coffee. 
Everyone is about to have their VERY 
FIRST SIP. Let’s see if it’s good!

[EVERYONE ON STAGE, OTHER THAN THE 
BARISTAS, IS A CUSTOMER IN THE COFFEE 
SHOP, AND HAS A CUP IN HAND. 

THREE OR FOUR CUSTOMERS EACH TAKE A 
SIP OF COFFEE AND ASK THIS QUESTION— 
ASK IT SEVERAL TIMES SO THAT THE 
AUDIENCE CANNOT POSSIBLY MISS THIS 
SETUP TO THE JOKE—BEFORE THE SONG 
BEGINS:]

[SPOKEN:] “Wow! This is the BEST 
cup of coffee I’ve ever tasted! What’s 
IN it?” 

[BARISTA and BAROASTA DIVIDE THE LYRICS 
BETWEEN THEM. AT CERTAIN POINTS ONE OR 
ANOTHER CUSTOMER EACH SINGS ONE LINE.]

[MUSIC: “Modern Major General” by 
Arthur Sullivan, words by Tom Lehrer 
(“The Elements,” slightly modified)]

There’s antimony, arsenic, aluminum, 
selenium, 

And hydrogen and oxygen and nitrogen 
and rhenium, 

And nickel, neodymium, neptunium, 
germanium, 

And iron, americium, ruthenium, 
uranium,

Europium, zirconium, lutetium, 
vanadium, 

And lanthanum and osmium and 
astatine and radium, 

And gold and protactinium and indium 
and gallium, 

And iodine and thorium and thulium 
and thallium. 

There’s yttrium, ytterbium, actinium, 
rubidium, 

And boron, gadolinium, niobium, 
iridium, 

And strontium and silicon and silver 
and samarium, 

And bismuth, bromine, lithium, 
beryllium, and barium. 

BARISTA [SPOKEN, AS PIANO FILLS 
SOFTLY UNDER]:
Isn’t that interesting?
There’s no need to write it down!
Because we now sell BOXES of this 

coffee, in stores everywhere!
You can buy this beautiful coffee—in 

this BEAUTIFUL BOX. 
[SOMEONE HOLDS UP A GIANT BOX]

Isn’t it a beautiful box? All the 
ingredients are listed ON THE BOX!!

[MUSIC RESUMES]

In the opera's finale, each of the Nobel 
laureates sings the name of his favorite 
element. LEFT TOP: Peter Diamond 
(photo by Mike Benveniste). LEFT 
BOTTOM: Dudley Herschbach (photo 
by David Holzman). RIGHT TOP: Roy 
Glauber (photo by David Holzman).
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There’s holmium and helium and 
hafnium and erbium, 

And phosphorus and francium and 
fluorine and terbium, 

And manganese and mercury, 
molybdenum, magnesium, 

Dysprosium and scandium and cerium 
and cesium.

And lead, praseodymium, and 
platinum, plutonium, 

Palladium, promethium, potassium, 
polonium, 

And tantalum, technetium, titanium, 
tellurium, 

And cadmium and calcium and 
chromium and curium. 

There’s sulfur, californium, and 
fermium, berkelium, 

And also mendelevium, einsteinium, 
nobelium, 

And argon, krypton, neon, radon, 
xenon, zinc, and rhodium, 

And Chlorine, carbon, cobalt, copper, 
tungsten, tin, and sodium.

BAROASTA:
These are the coffee flavors listed on 

the side of OUR BOX….
We like to think that some of them you 

will not see at STARBOCKS.

Roberta Gilbert leads everyone in the rousing, coffee-buzzed opera finale. Photo: Mike Benveniste.
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Harold Camping, Ig Nobel Prize-Winning 
Mathematician, Explains His Mistake
by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research staff

Contrary to the computational prediction by Harold 
Camping, in which Mr. Camping amended his earlier 
prediction that the world would end on September 6, 1994, 
the world did not end on October 21, 2011. At the very end 
of October, Mr. Camping, co-winner of the 2011 Ig Nobel 
Prize in mathematics (see details elsewhere in this issue), 
publicly stated that he recognizes that he made another 
mathematical mistake.
Mr. Camping thus continues his exemplary record as both a 
teacher and a perhaps eternal student of mathematics. The 
Ig Nobel citation specified that he and his co-winners were 
being honored for teaching the world to be careful when 
making mathematical assumptions and calculations.

Here are portions of his statement:

We’re living in a day when one problem follows 
another. And when it comes to trying to recognize 
the truth of prophecy, we’re finding that it is very 
very difficult…. Amongst other things I have been 
checking my notes more carefully than ever…. At 
least in a minimal way we are learning to walk more 
and more humble…. We are simply learning. And 
sometimes it’s painful to learn. 

The Christian Post has a transcription of the entire statement 
(which Mr. Camping wrote in highly technical language). An 
audio recording of the statement appears on Mr. Camping’s 
web site, www.familyradio.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. 
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