
Mel says, “This is swell! But it’s not ideal—it’s a free, grainy PDF.”

Attain your ideals!

Purchase a nicer, printable PDF of this issue.

Or nicest of all, subscribe to the paper version of the Annals of  
Improbable Research (six issues per year, delivered to your doorstep!).

To purchase pretty PDFs, or to subscribe to splendid paper, go to  
http://www.improbable.com/magazine/

http://www.improbable.com/magazine/


November-December 2005 | Annals of Improbable Research|1 www.improbable.com

ANNALS OF

NOVEMBER |DECEMBER 2005     $6.50 US|$9.50 CAN

The 
winners!

Special Issue!

The 2005 Ig Nobel
Prizes

0 27447 0 8 8921

11 >

The Count 
of Infinity!

Penguin Pooh 
Pressures!



2|Annals of Improbable Research |November-December 2005 www.improbable.com November-December 2005 | Annals of Improbable Research|1 www.improbable.com

Annals of Improbable Research                                                                                                           ISSN 1079-5146
© 2005 Annals of Improbable Research

AIR, P.O. Box 380853, Cambridge, MA 02238, USA                 "Ig" and the tumbled thinker logo are both reg. U.S. Pat. & Tm. Off.
617-491-4437    FAX: 617-661-0927    www.improbable.com    air@improbable.com   EDITORIAL: marca@chem2.harvard.edu

Co-founders
Marc Abrahams
Alexander Kohn

Editor
Marc Abrahams 
    marca@chem2.harvard.edu

Commutative Editor
Stanley Eigen
    Northeastern U., 

eigen@neu.edu

Associative Editor
Mark Dionne
    Kurzweil Ed'l Systs

“When all other contingencies fail, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”—Sherlock Holmes

AIRheads

Psychology Editor
Robin Abrahams

Art Director
Peaco Todd
    peaco@cape.com
    www.peacotoons.com

Art and Design
Lois Malone/Rich & Famous 

Graphics

Research Librarians
Chana Lajcher, Judy Spahr

Chemical Analysis
Jo Rita Jordan

Contributing Editors
Stephen Drew, Karen Hopkin, 

Alice Kaswell, Nick Kim, 
Richard Lederer,  Steve Nadis

Research Researchers
Kristine Danowski, Gary Dryfoos, 

Tom Gill, Jessica Girard, Mary 
Kroner, Wendy Mattson, Tom 
Roberts, Tom Ulrich

Circulation
Jane Coughlin

Circulation (Counter-clockwise)
James Mahoney

Webmaster 
Amy Gorin
airmaster@improbable.com

Proofing
Susan Welstead et al.

Other Einsteins (Part 6)
by A.S. Kaswell, with Jessica Girard, AIR staff

As reported in Parts 1, 2, 3, 4  and 5 of this series, people say “There is only one Einstein,” but of course that is not so. In 
this, the official, “Einstein Year,” when everyone celebrates Albert Einstein, we are giving happy nods also to some of the 
other Einsteins.

Einstein on Bizarreness
Albert Einstein studied things that strike people as bizarre. Gilles O. Einstein 
takes this a step further. He studies how bizarreness strikes people.

Gilles O. Einstein is a professor of psychology at Furman University in 
Greenville, South Carolina. He and his collaborators have published a series 
(five so far) of reports about bizarreness. G.O. Einstein fans in the know 
recommend two above all others:

“The Bizarreness 
Effect: It’s Not 
Surprising, It’s Complex,” Mark A. McDaniel, Gilles O. 
Einstein, et al, Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, 
Memory and Cognition, vol. 21, no. 2, March 1995, pp. 422-35.
“Bizarre Imagery, Interference, and Distinctiveness,” Gilles 
O. Einstein, Mark A. McDaniel and Scott Lackey, Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cognition, vol. 
15, no. 1, January 1989, pp. 137-46.

Looking Back
Previously in this series, we examined the following Einsteins.

Part 1 -- M.E. Einstein (pork carcass composition)

Part 2 -- Rosemarie Einstein (cannabis)

Part 3 -- Danielle A. Einstein (magical thinking and perfectionism)

Part 4 -- Hans E. Einstein (respiratory ailments) and H.E. Einstein (electric batteries)

Part 5 -- Walter O. Einstein (performance appraisal) and David M. Einstein (the small bowel)

As this the sixth installment concludes the series, we will probably not be taking looks at still other Einsteins.
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On the Front Cover
The 2005 Ig Nobel Prize Winners, joined by the 
Nobel Laureates and the 24/7 Lecturers, on the 
stage of Harvard University’s Sanders Theater 
at the conclusion of the ceremony. Photo: John 
Bradley.

On the Back Cover
A Penguin displays the fruits of repeated projectile 
defecation. This year’s Ig Nobel Biology Prize 
winners were honored for calculating the pressure 
that builds up inside a penguin. See inside for 
details of their work. Photo: Victor Benno Meyer-
Rochow.

Some Coming Events
(see WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM for details 

of these and other events)

St. Cloud State Univ. -- JAN. 2006

AAAS, St. Louis -- FEB. 2006

Ig Nobel U.K. Tour -- MARCH 2006

The Netherlands -- MAY 2006

Every Weekday
Read something new and improbable every 
weekday on the Improbable Research blog, on 
our web site: WWW.IMPROBABLE.COM
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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.

The Timeliness 
of Lunch Plans
The timely dialogue between 
Dr. L.X. Finegold and myself, 
as reported in “Two Scientists 
Meet for Lunch” (AIR 11:
3), I regret is now untimely. 
When Dr. Finegold and I 
corresponded, I worked at the 
Academy of Natural Sciences. 
I am now at the American 
Philosophical Society, more 
than triple the original distance 
from him. My 12-15 minute 
travel time to walk to our 
lunch is not possible -- unless 
I were a speed walker with 
wildly gyrating hips.

But my calculation of “12-
15 minutes” is still accurate. 
Ironically, now I can remain 
relatively motionless! All I 
need do is ride the subway to 
meet Dr. Finegold. Perhaps the 
fare payment can be defrayed 
by Dr. Finegold sharing his 
lunch with me.

Earle E. Spamer
Asst. Reference Librarian

The American Philosophical 
Society

Philadelphia, PA, USA

Physicists on the 
Move
I read with interest Ben 
Bova’s letter in AIR Vents 11:
3.  Results from his proposed 
project, ‘The Exit Velocity of a 
Physicist from an Experiment 
Turning Sour,’ will insure 
a successful launch of the 
publication he mentions: 
The Journal of Physical 

Failures. As to the problem of 
recruiting appropriate research 
subjects, I would propose 
that at the next meeting of the 
American Physical Society 
(APS), members be given 
the opportunity to nominate 
an APS member as an 
experimental subject. Based 
on my personal experience 
with my own professional 
society, I am convinced that 
the membership could rapidly 
reach consensus on a handful 
of ‘volunteers’ for such an 
important and prestigious 
project.  This approach would 
facilitate completion of the 
project and would undoubtedly 
improve the APS.  I would 
also suggest that Bova could 
fund the experiment by 
offering opportunities for 
APS members to wager on the 
favorites that would emerge 
from the nomination process. 
My money’s on Earl Spamer.

Marc S. Williams, MD
Salt Lake City, UT

Cold Burning 
Fury
I am angry about a citation that 
you listed in AIR 11:2 in the 
“Boys Will Be Boys” column. 

The citation is: “Frostbite of 
the Gluteal Region,” S.M. 
Azad, K. Allison, N. Khwaja 
and N. Moiemen, Burns, vol. 
29, no. 7, November 2003, pp. 
739-44. I am angry because 
you did not give any details. 
The title was sufficiently 
provocative that I went to 
the library and got a copy. It 
is full of useful information, 
beginning with this passage:

“Four patients were referred 
to the regional burns unit in 
Birmingham, with frostbite 
on their buttocks. 
All patients were 
contestants in 
a radio-station 
‘drop-out’ 
competition and 
were asked to sit 
on non-insulated 
dry ice (74  
degrees C). The 
winner was the 
person who sat 
on the dry ice for 
the longest period, 
and the prize was 
a pair of tickets 
for a pop concert. 
Each of the four 
contestants sat on 
the ice for about 
90 min, until the 

competition was stopped, 
because one of them was 
experiencing pain.”

I urge you to give us readers 
ALL the basic info we need. 
We count on you. Please do 
not let us down again.

Robert Frucht
Alpbach, Austria 

Rorschach Test 
Dismissed
Like Gillian F.W. Dixon-
Malt (AIR Vents 11:5), I was 
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Library & Info Sciences
Regina Reynolds, Library of Congress, 

Washington, DC
George Valas, Budapest, Hungary
Norman D. Stevens, U. of Connecticut

Materials Science
Robert M. Rose, MIT

Mathematics
Lee Segel, Weizmann Inst.

Methodology
Rod Levine, National Insts of Health

Microbiology
Roland G. Vela, U. North Texas

Molecular Biology
Walter Gilbert*, Harvard U.
Richard Roberts*, New England Biolabs

Molecular Pharmacology
Lloyd Fricker, Einstein Coll. of Medicine

Neuroengineering
Jerome Lettvin, MIT

Neurology
Thomas D. Sabin, Tufts U.

Ornithology
C.W. Moeliker*******, Natuurmuseum 

Rotterdam

Obstetrics & Gynecology
Pek van Andel*******, Medical Faculty 

Groningen, The Netherlands
Eberhard W. Lisse, Swakopmund State 

Hospital, Namibia

Orthopedic Surgery
Glenn R. Johnson, Bemidji, MN

Paleontology
Sally Shelton, Smithsonian Inst.
Earle Spamer, American Philosophical 

Society, Philadelphia, PA

Parasitology
Wendy Cooper, Australian Pest & Vet. Med. 

Auth.

Pediatrics
Ronald M. Mack, Bowman Gray School of 

Med.

Pharmacology
Stanton G. Kimmel, Normal, OK

Philosophy
George Englebretson, Bishop’s U., Quebec

Physics
Len Fisher*******, Bristol U., UK
Jerome Friedman*, MIT
Sheldon Glashow*, Boston U.
Karl Kruszelnicki*******, U. Sydney
Harry Lipkin, Weizmann Inst.
Douglas Osheroff*, Stanford U.
Mel Schwartz*, Columbia U.

Political Science
Richard G. Neimi****, Rochester, NY

Psychiatry and Neurology
Robert Hoffman, Peninsula Neurology, Daly 

City, CA

Psychology
Louis G. Lippman, Western Wash. U.
G. Neil Martin, Middlesex U., UK
Chris McManus*******, University Coll. 

London
Neil J. Salkind, U. of Kansas

Pulmonary Medicine
Traian Mihaescu, Clinic of Pulmonary 

Diseases, Iasi, Romania

Radiology
David Rabin, Highland Park Hosp., IL

Sociology
John Van Maanan****, MIT Sloan School

Science Policy
Al Teich, American Assn for the Advancement 
of Science

Stochastic Processes
(selected at random from amongst our 

subscribers)
Pauline Williams, Auckland, New Zealand

Women's Health
Andrea Dunaif, Northwestern U.
JoAnn Manson, Brigham & Women's Hosp.
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Editorial Board

Anthropology
Jonathan Marks, U. North Carolina

Archaeology
Angela E. Close, U. Washington

Astrochemistry
Scott Sandford, NASA/Ames, Moffet Field, 

CA

Aeronautics
Paul McCready, AeroVironment, Monrovia, 

CA

Astronomy
Robert Kirshner, Harvard U.
Jay M. Pasachoff, Williams Coll.
Eric Schulman, Alexandria, Virginia
David Slavsky. Loyola U., Chicago

Biochemistry
Edwin Krebs*, U. Washington

Biology
Lawrence Dill*******, Simon Fraser U.

Biomaterials
Alan S. Litsky, Ohio State U.

Biophysics
Leonard X. Finegold, Drexel U.

Biotechnology
A. Stephen Dahms, San Diego St. U.

Bureaucracy
Miriam Bloom, SciWrite, Jackson, MS

Cardiology
Thomas Michel*****, Harvard Med. School

Chemistry
Dudley Herschbach*, Harvard U.
William Lipscomb*, Harvard U.

Computer Science
Dennis Frailey, Texas Instruments, Plano, TX
Robert T. Morris***, MIT
Margo Seltzer, Harvard U.

Economics
Hein Schreuder, DSM, Heerlen, The 

Netherlands
Ernst W. Stromsdorfer, Washington St. U.

Engineering
Dean Kamen, DEKA Research, Manchester, 

NH

Food Research
Massimo Marcone, U. of Guelph

Forensic Biology & Criminalistics
Mark Benecke, Int’l Forensic Res. & Cons., 

Köln

Functional Biology & Morphology
Rebecca German, Johns Hopkins U.i
Richard Wassersug*******, Dalhousie U.

Genetics
Michael Hengartner, U. of Zürich

Geology
John C. Holden, Omak, WA
John Splettstoesser, Rockland, ME

History of Science & Medicine
Tim Healey, Barnsley,  England

Immunology
Falk Fish, Orgenics, Ltd., Yavne, Israel

Infectious Diseases
James Michel*****, Harvard U.

Intelligence
Marilyn Vos Savant**, New York, NY

Law
Ronald A. May, Little Rock, AR

A Guide to the Stars
*  Nobel Laureate
**  world’s highest IQ
***  convicted felon
****  misspelled
***** sibling rivalry
****** six stars
******* Ig Nobel Winner

shocked to see Arnold Bishop-
Wise’s letter (AIR Vents 11:
4) about the photograph he 
found in the study of his late 
wife, Arlene Bishop-Wise, the 
revered “Intellectual Mistress 
of the  Rorschach Test.” But 
I am shocked for a different 
-- and better -- reason. 
That is no photograph of 
an ink blot (as Bishop-
Wise supposes) or of a 
recreation of a scene that 
can supposedly be read in 
an ink blot (as Dixon-Malt 
would have us believe).

No. That is a photograph 
of my grandmother, 
Margaret Fry, and my 
grandfather, Simon 
Roberts Plesh. How 
Arnold Bishop-Wise came 
to possess that photograph 
is something I intend to 
find out. It was, until my 
generation came of age, 
something of a family 
secret -- I expect you can 
see why. Why Mr. Bishop-
Wise chooses to believe 
that it is an inkblot is a 
question about which I 
care not a whit.

Simon Jaynes Plesh
Tring, U.K.

Colonoscopy 
Celebrant 
Celebrant
Leonard Finegold’s letter 
(AIR Vents 11:5) is 
fascinating -- and maybe 
it clears up a mystery I 
have been grinding my 
guts about for months 
now. I bought an item on 
the Internet auction site 
Ebay that contained, in 
addition to what I was 
expecting the item to 
contain (that information 
is not relevant to what I 
am telling you here), a 
little, flat box . The box 
contained a photo. It is 
exactly like the photo 
Professor (I presume he 
is a professor, because 
his signature implies it) 
Finegold describes in his letter. 

The picture looks, to me, 
to have been taken during 
someone’s colonoscopy. 
Written on it is the sentence: 
“To Len, who has a clean 
colon.” I did not know who 
Len was. Now I suspect it is 
Leonard Finegold. If that be 

the case, and if 
this is a duplicate 
or a companion 
from the same 
colonoscopy 
session, then 
I agree that 
Professor 
Finegold has a 
clean colon. He 
is, I believe, a 
remarkable man.

Rory Pastain, 
Ph.D.

Fullerton, CA, 
USA

Mel on 
Her Mind
“Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
Mel, Mel, Mel, 
MelMel, Mel!” 
That’s all I think 
about for about 
three days after 
I receive a new 
issue of AIR and 
turn (as I always 
do) to the letters 
page to see if 
there will be 
still more photos 
of my favorite 
little bearded 
guy. Keep ‘em 
coming!

Patricia Dorcas 
Probert, MD

Tooting, U.K.
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The 15th First Annual Ig Nobel 
Prize Ceremony

by Stephen Drew, AIR staff

NOTE: To see video of the entire ceremony, see the Improbable Research web site: www.improbable.com.

The 2005 Ig Nobel Prizes, honoring achievements that first make people LAUGH, and then make them THINK, were 
awarded at Harvard University’s historic Sanders Theatre on October 6, before 1,200 spectators in a ceremony filled with 
seemingly infinite quantities of lab coats, singers, paper airplanes, and ephemera. This was the 15th First Annual Ig Nobel 
Prize Ceremony.

Seven of the ten new winners journeyed to Harvard -- at their own expense -- to accept their Prizes. They came from 
slightly more than four continents. The winners of the Medicine Prize and of the Fluid Dynamics Prizes were unable to 
travel, and so delivered their speeches via video. (The Fluid Dynamics winners were unable to obtain visas to visit the 
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United States.)

The Ig Nobel Prizes were physically handed to the winners by Nobel Laureates 
Dudley Herschbach (Chemistry ‘86), William Lipscomb (Chemistry ‘76), and 
Robert Wilson (Physics ‘78), and Sheldon Glashow (Physics ‘79). Wilson was the 
prize in the annual Win-a-Date-With-a-Nobel-Laureate Contest.

Frank Wilczek, a 2004 Nobel Physics Laureate, was unable to attend the ceremony 
due to a scheduling conflict. He and his wife, Betsy, watched the live webcast from 
a mountaintop in Germany. Their daughters, Amity and Mira, attended the ceremony 
in the company of a life-size dummy version of their father. The dummy, who quickly gained the name “Frank Junior,” sat 
on stage and was cavorted with by the other Nobel Laureates.

Harvard physics professor Roy Glauber, who usually sweeps paper airplanes from the stage, was unable to attend this year 

The 2005 Ig Nobel Prize Winners, 
joined by the Nobel Laureates 

and the 24/7 Lecturers, pose for  a 
pointless photo opportunity on the 

stage of Sanders Theater, at the 
conclusion of the ceremony. Photo: 

John Bradley.
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due to a previously scheduled 90th 
birthday party for a colleague. Two 
days before the Ig Nobel Ceremony, 
Glauber received a telephone call 
from Stockholm, informing him 
that he has been awarded a Nobel 
Prize in physics. Professor Glauber 
is expected to resume his traditional 
duties at next year’s Ig Nobel 
Ceremony.

The event was produced by the 
Annals of Improbable Research, 
and co-sponsored by the Harvard-
Radcliffe Science Fiction Association and the Harvard-
Radcliffe Society of Physics Students.

A Small Infinity of Occurrences
The evening began with a pre-ceremony musical event -- the 
premiere of Nicholas Carstoiu’s “Infinite Chopsticks,” 
performed by the composer using a grand piano and a 
pair of chopsticks. The piece was fifteen minutes long. It 
included several hundred variations on the traditional tune 
“chopsticks.”

Kees Moeliker, the 2003 Ig Nobel Biology Prize winner, 
gave the keynote address, briefly referring to the work 
that on him his prize (the world’s first scientific account 
of homosexual necrophilia in the mallard duck), and then 
showing a one-minute video of some new, very different, 
arrestingly puzzling bird activity.

Don Featherstone, the 1996 Ig Nobel Art Prize winner (for 
creating the now-ubiquitous plastic pink flamingo) and 
his wife, Nancy, and their little dog returned to Sanders 
Theatre to take a bow. They were greeted with rapturous 
applause.

The evening also featured numerous tributes to the evening’s 
theme of “INFINITY.” Foremost were the 24/7-Lectures -- in 
which famous thinkers explained their field of research, first 
in twenty-four (24) seconds, and then in seven (7) words.

Herschbach, Wilson and Glashow each delivered an Infinite Lecture, presenting 
one or another aspect of infinity within the prescribed time limit of infinity.

The night also featured the premiere of a new mini-opera called “The Count of 
Infinity,” which starred opera singers Margot Button and Simon Chausse and 
pianist  Greg Neil. They were joined in the rousing conclusion by all of the 
scientists on stage.

Each new winner was permitted a maximum of sixty (60) seconds to deliver 
an acceptance speech; the time limit was enforced by a cute, and determined, 
nine-year-old girl. The winners tried to explain themselves at greater length 
(five minutes each) in free public lectures two days later, in the Ig Informal 
Lectures at MIT.

The performing chemists -- Daniel Rosenberg (left) and 
Joost Bonsen -- with their one-minute-long wordless 

physico-chemical spectaculars, are a much-anticipated 
aspect of every year’s ceremony. Photo: Kees Moeliker

Silver-body-painted Human Spotlight Jim Bredt reads a copy of Heavy Metal 
magazine while awaiting the start of the ceremony. Photo: David Holzman

Following tradition, just prior to the ceremony Dudley 
Herschbach and Robert Wilson and the other Nobel 

Laureates (not shown in this photo) sign the certificates they 
will present, a half hour later, to the winners at the 2005 Ig 

Nobel Prize Ceremony. Photo: Kees Moeliker.
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Left to right: Minordomo Bailes Brown, minordomo 
Naomi Stephen, property master Eric Workman - the 
man who builds the Ig Nobel Prizes themselves -- and 
minordomo Julia Lunetta at the 2005 Ig Nobel Prize 
Ceremony. The minordomos are in a sense the most 
important people in the ceremony -- they know who is 
supposed to move where when and how, and make sure 
that everyone does. Photo: Robin Abrahams.

An unidentified audience member collects Nobel 
Laureate Robert Wilson as her prize in the Win-a-
Date-with-a-Nobel-Laureate Contest. Photo: John 
Bradley.

Nobel Laureate Frank Wilczek -- unable to attend due to 
a scheduling conflict -- sent a dummy version of himself 
constructed by his family. Here Nobel Laureate Sheldon 

Glashow helps “Frank Junior” stand and wave to the 
crowd. Nobel Laureate William Lipscomb (left) and Ig Nobel 
Chemistry Prize co-winner Brian Gettlefinger (honored for 
demonstrating that humans swim just as fast in syrup as 

they do in water) look on. Photo: Robin Abrahams.
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The 2005 Ig Nobel Prize Winners
Here are the winners of the 2005 Ig Nobel Prizes.

For further details, including links to many of the winners’ web sites -- and video of the entire ceremony-- see the 
Improbable Research web site: www.improbable.com.

The late Thomas Parnell. Photo courtesy of John Mainstone.

A portion of the patent for 
Neuticles.

AGRICULTURAL HISTORY: James Watson of 
Massey University, New Zealand, for his scholarly study, 
“The Significance of Mr. Richard Buckley’s Exploding 
Trousers.”

REFERENCE: “The Significance of Mr. Richard 
Buckley’s Exploding Trousers: Reflections on an Aspect 
of Technological Change in New Zealand Dairy-Farming 
Between the World Wars,” James Watson, Agricultural 
History, vol. 78, no. 3, Summer 2004, pp. 346-60.

WHO ATTENDED THE IG NOBEL CEREMONY: James 
Watson

PHYSICS: John Mainstone and the late Thomas Parnell 
of the University of Queensland, Australia, for patiently 
conducting an experiment that began in the year 1927 -- in 
which a glob of congealed black tar has been slowly, slowly 
dripping through a funnel, at a rate of approximately one 
drop every nine years.

REFERENCE: “The Pitch Drop Experiment,” R. 
Edgeworth, B.J. Dalton and T. Parnell, European Journal 
of Physics, 1984, pp. 198-200.

WHO ATTENDED THE IG NOBEL CEREMONY: John 
Mainstone

MEDICINE: Gregg A. Miller of 
Oak Grove, Missouri, for inventing 
Neuticles -- artificial replacement 
testicles for dogs, which are available 
in three sizes, and three degrees of 
firmness.

REFERENCES: U.S. Patent 
#5868140, and the book Going... 
Going... NUTS!, by Gregg A. 
Miller, PublishAmerica, 2004, ISBN 
1413753167.

ACCEPTING: The winner was 
unable to travel, and delivered his 
acceptance speech via video.
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LITERATURE: The Internet entrepreneurs of Nigeria, 
for creating and then distributing by e-mail a bold series of 
short stories, thus introducing millions of readers to a cast 
of rich characters -- General Sani Abacha, Mrs. Mariam 
Sanni Abacha, Barrister Jon A. Mbeki Esq., and others 
-- each of whom requires just a small amount of expense 
money so as to obtain access to the great wealth to which 
they are entitled and which they would like to share with the 
kind person who assists them.

PEACE: Claire Rind and Peter Simmons of Newcastle 
University, in the U.K., for electrically monitoring the 
activity of a brain cell in a locust while that locust was 
watching selected highlights from the movie Star Wars.

REFERENCE: “Orthopteran DCMD Neuron: A 
Reevaluation of Responses to Moving Objects. I. Selective 
Responses to Approaching Objects,” F.C. Rind and P.J. 
Simmons, Journal of Neurophysiology, vol. 68, no. 5, 
November 1992, pp. 1654-66.

WHO ATTENDED THE IG NOBEL CEREMONY: Claire 
Rind

ECONOMICS: Gauri Nanda of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, for inventing an alarm clock 
that runs away and hides, repeatedly, thus ensuring 
that people DO get out of bed, and thus theoretically 
adding many productive hours to the workday.

WHO ATTENDED THE IG NOBEL CEREMONY: 
Gauri Nanda
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Locust brain researcher Peter Simmons (left); 
locust brain researcher Claire Rind and a locust 

(right). Photos courtesy of Claire Rind.

(left) Clocky, the alarm clock that runs away and hides. 
Photo courtesy of Gauri Nanda. (right) Gauri Nanda 
displays her Ig Nobel Prize. Minordomo Genevieve 
Reynolds attends. Photo: John Bradley.
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C H E M I S T R Y : 
Edward Cussler of 
the University of 
Minnesota and Brian 
Gettelfinger of the 
University of Minnesota 
and the University 
of Wisconsin, for 
conducting a careful 
experiment to settle the 
longstanding scientific 
question: can people 
swim faster in syrup or 
in water?

REFERENCE: “Will Humans Swim Faster or Slower in 
Syrup?” American Institute of Chemical Engineers Journal, 
Brian Gettelfinger and E. L. Cussler, vol. 50, no. 11, October 
2004, pp. 2646-7.

WHO ATTENDED THE IG NOBEL CEREMONY: Brian 
Gettelfinger and Edward Cussler

BIOLOGY: Benjamin Smith of the University of Adelaide, 
Australia, the University of Toronto, Canada, the Firmenich 
perfume company, Geneva, Switzerland, and ChemComm 
Enterprises, Archamps, France; Craig Williams of James 
Cook University and the University of South Australia; 
Michael Tyler of the University of Adelaide; Brian Williams 
of the University of Adelaide; and Yoji Hayasaka of the 
Australian Wine Research Institute; for painstakingly 
smelling and cataloging the peculiar odors produced by 
131 different species of frogs when the frogs were feeling 
stressed.

REFERENCE: “A Survey of Frog Odorous Secretions, 
Their Possible Functions and Phylogenetic Significance,” 
Benjamin P.C. Smith, Craig R. Williams, Michael J. Tyler, 
and Brian D. Williams, Applied Herpetology, vol. 2, no. 1-2, 
February 1, 2004, pp. 47-82.

REFERENCE: “Chemical and 
Olfactory Characterization of 
Odorous Compounds and Their 
Precursors in the Parotoid Gland 
Secretion of the Green Tree Frog, 
Litoria caerulea,” Benjamin P.C. 
Smith, Michael J. Tyler, Brian 
D. Williams, and Yoji Hayasaka, 
Journal of Chemical Ecology, vol. 
29, no. 9, September 2003.

WHO ATTENDED THE IG 
NOBEL CEREMONY: Ben 
Smith and Craig Williams

A swimmer experimentally swims in syrup. 
Photo courtesy of Edward Cussler.

Craig Williams [left] and Benjamin 
Williams. Photo: Kees Moeliker.
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NUTRITION: Dr. Yoshiro Nakamats of Tokyo, 
Japan, for photographing and retrospectively 
analyzing every meal he has consumed during a 
period of 34 years (and counting).

WHO ATTENDED THE IG NOBEL 
CEREMONY: Dr. Yoshiro Nakamats

FLUID DYNAMICS: Victor Benno Meyer-
Rochow of International University Bremen, 
Germany and the University of Oulu, Finland; 
and Jozsef Gal of Loránd Eötvös University, 
Hungary, for using basic principles of physics 
to calculate the pressure that builds up inside a 
penguin, as detailed in their report “Pressures 
Produced When Penguins Pooh -- Calculations on 
Avian Defaecation.”

PUBLISHED IN: Polar Biology, vol. 27, 2003, 
pp. 56-8.

ACCEPTING: The winners were unable to attend the 
ceremony because they could not obtain visas to visit 
the United States. Dr. Meyer-Rochow sent an acceptance 
speech via video.

A miniscule selection of Dr. Nakamats’s 
photographs of meals he has eaten.

V.B. Meyer-Rockow (left) and Jozsef 
Gal. Photo courtesy of V.B. Meyer-

Rockow. Below: A penguin excretes.
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The Ig Nobel Books!
The Ig Nobel Prizes 2,  by Marc Abrahams
Dutton Books , New York
Why Chickens Prefer Beautiful Humans,  by Marc 
Abrahams, Orion Books, London
The Ig Nobel Prizes,  by Marc Abrahams
 Orion Books, London / Dutton Book, New York
And... editions in JAPANESE, POLISH, SPANISH, ITALIAN, 
CHINESE, and other languages

“Best of AIR” Book!
The world’s most untranslatable book has been translated into 

CHINESE, GERMAN, ITALIAN, and, to some extent, the original 

ENGLISH: 

The Best of Annals of Improbable Research, Marc Abrahams (ed.), W.H. 

Freeman

...And the book-length version of the famous AIR-birthed article: A BriefER 
History of Time, by Eric Schulman, W. H. Freeman.
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Sweeping Success
by Marc Abrahams, AIR staff

In the film “Good Will Hunting,” a college janitor came to be recognized as a genius. 
Something vaguely -- very vaguely -- akin to that happened during this year’s Ig week.

For some time now, Roy Glauber has been a vital participant in the annual Ig Nobel Prize 
Ceremony. By spontaneous tradition, the Ig audience throws paper airplanes at the stage 
during the entire ceremony (and the people on stage waft some of them right back). The 
airplanes accumulate so rapidly that it is necessary to have two people spend the entire 
ceremony sweeping them off. Roy, a Harvard physics professor, has nobly, stylishly, 
and vigorously swept the stage for ten long years. Like Gandhi, Roy patiently pursued 
humble tasks in the long years before the world at large came to appreciate his 
greatness. Two days before this year’s Ig Nobel Ceremony came the news: Roy 
Glauber has been awarded a Nobel Prize in physics.

The process, indeed the physics, of sweeping is now deeply ingrained in Roy’s 
psyche. That day, a reporter asked him: “This is your first day as a Nobel 
Prize-winner. How is it?” Roy’s reply: “Well, it’s like being swept up into the vortex of a bit of a tornado. It’s not quite 
that chaotic, but it’s every bit as vigorous.” (You can listen to a recording of that entire interview by going to the Nobel 
Foundation’s web site at nobelprize.org/physics/laureates/2005/glauber-interview.html.)

In substance, of course, it is no surprise at all that Roy won a Nobel Prize. At Los Alamos in 1940s, the teenage Roy 
Glauber -- interrupting his formal college studies -- was one of the youngest physicists in the atomic bomb development 
team. And his career went nowhere but up after that. In the 1960s he led physicists to a new, richer understanding of how 
the quantum theory applies to light.

During the 1998 Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony, we drew on Roy’s renowned expertise with quantum theory. He delivered 
a moving testimonial about that year’s winner of the Ig Nobel Physics Prize: Dr. Deepak Chopra, author of the book 
Quantum Healing. Dr. Chopra earned the Ig “for his unique interpretation of quantum physics as it applies to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of economic happiness.” 

Here is the complete text of then-future Nobel Physics Laureate Roy Glauber’s tribute to 1998 Ig Nobel Prize-winner 
Deepak Chopra:

“There is not much that I need to tell you about relativistic quantum mechanics. There is not much I can tell you 
about relativistic quantum mechanics. Its achievements 
in the world of atoms and particles have been great. Its 
successes, on the other hand, in the world of psychiatry 
and emotional well-being have been few. And it is certainly 
not been known for them, particularly. Not, that is, until 
the recent work of tonight’s honoree. Success, of course, is 
a matter of definition. Relativity and quantum mechanics 
applied to personal well-being and psychiatry may or may 
not have done good, but they have certainly done well. 
Thank you.”

The 2005 Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony featured a special tribute to 
Roy Glauber. You can see it -- as part of the video of this year’s 
Ig Nobel Ceremony -- on the Improbable Research  web site at 
www.improbable.com/ig/2005/webcast.html. 

(Special thanks to Bruce Petschek of Seven Generations Video 
for lovingly preparing that video tribute.)

At the 2005 Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony, participants watch a video 
tribute to Roy Glauber, who two days before was awarded a Nobel 

Prize in Physics. Glauber swept paper airplanes at each of the 
previous ten Ig Nobel Prize Ceremonies. Photo: Kees Moeliker.

Roy Glauber sweeping paper airplanes at the 
1999 Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony. Photo: Jon 

Chase / Harvard News Office
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The Ig Nobel Acceptance Speeches
transcribed by Jessica Girard, AIR staff

NOTE: To see video of these speeches, and of the entire ceremony, see the Improbable Research web site: 
www.improbable.com.

AGRICULTURAL HISTORY
James Watson (author of “The Significance of Mr. 
Richard Buckley’s Exploding Trousers: Reflections on an 
Aspect of Technological Change in New Zealand Dairy-
Farming Between the World Wars”)

I’m infinitely grateful to the editorial staff and referees of the journal Agricultural 
History for recognizing that there was an important message and not just a 
safety message in an article entitled “The Significance of Mr. Richard Buckley’s 
Exploding Trousers.” I think the popular science journal New Scientist also 
deserves a mention for making the article more widely known.  Next, I’m 
infinitely grateful to Marc Abrahams and his team for choosing to honor my 
article in the way they have. Despite the fact that New Zealand has only four 
million people but 40 million sheep, rural history does not have a high profile 
there. Hopefully, the publicity from this award will help change that. I’m certainly 
infinitely grateful for something here. Thank you. I know that it’s hard to believe, 
but many people find history and even science somewhat dry and lifeless. The 
Ig Nobel awards have, I think, given the lie to those impressions. Finally, I’m 
infinitely grateful, yes, and I think we should all be infinitely grateful to my --

[At this point, Miss Sweetie Poo interrupted, saying, “Please stop. I’m bored. Please stop. I’m bored...”]

PHYSICS
John Mainstone (current overseer of the long-running Pitch Drop 

Experiment)
Let me first present to one of the real Nobel Laureates a sample of 
pitch from Australia. [Professor Mainstone did so.] 1927 seems like 
an infinite time ago, but it was a very significant year for physics, 
at least in the civilized world in the northern hemisphere. You’ll 
remember that physicists had just taught the world that things aren’t 
really quite what they seem to be. But over there in subtropical 
Queensland in Australia, poor old Professor Thomas Parnell was 
busy lecturing to undergraduates morning, noon, and night. And, in 
fact, he used to fall asleep in his night lectures at the sound of his 
own voice. But when he was awake, he had this thought that perhaps 
the quantum physicists shouldn’t have it all their own way. So he 
thought: we’ve got something in the classical world which is just as 
mystifying as what those quantum people are talking about. So if 
you take a piece of pitch and  smash it with a hammer, it certainly 

behaves like a solid material. But of course what he knew was that it was 
actually a fluid, so it will behave like a fluid --

[At this point, Miss Sweetie Poo interrupted, saying, “Please stop. I’m bored. 
Please stop. I’m bored...”]

So am I.

Agricultural History Prize winner James 
Watson receives his Prize from Nobel 

Laureate William Lipscomb. Photo: John 
Bradley

Physics Prize winner John 
Mainstone, moments after receiving 
his prize. Minordomo Julia Lunetta 
(left) attends, and Human Spotlight 
Katrina Rosenberg illuminates 
the proceedings. Photo: Robin 
Abrahams.
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MEDICINE
Gregg A. Miller (inventor of Neuticles -- artificial replacement testicles for 
dogs)

[Speech delivered via video] Twelve years ago this month my career went to the dogs. It all started when 
Buck, my bloodhound, had to be neutered, which proved to be traumatic for me and devastating to Buck. My 
veterinarian thought I was nuts when I asked if a testicular implant was available. But after giving it thought, he 
encouraged me to pursue it. It took nearly two years to get the balls rolling. Today, 10 years later, over 150,000 
dogs, cats, horses, and bulls have been Neuticled in all 50 states and 47 countries worldwide without a single 
complication. Caring pet owners now have an option when altering. Many are pet owners that simply would not 
neuter before, and as a result pet overpopulation is being reduced, and happier healthier pets are part of loving 
families worldwide. Neuticles -- it all began with a bloodhound named Buck and his nutty owner that is sorry 
for not being able to be with you tonight.

LITERATURE
[The prize was awarded  to the Internet Entrepreneurs of Nigeria, for creating and using email to distribute a bold new 
corpus of fiction. The winners could not, or would not, attend the ceremony.]

PEACE
Claire Rind (lead investigator on the “Locusts Watch 
Star Wars” experiment team)

Ah, well. It brings it all back to me. First of all, I’m infinitely pleased to 
have been honored with this prize and I want to say that the reason I did the 
research was curiosity. I needed to show the locust a huge variety of visual 
scenes to see what this neuron was really interested in, and what I found 
was that it was Darth Vader -- his TIE fighter was irresistible for the locust. 
The neuron that I was recording from was very selective for that particular 
scene with Darth Vader approaching. The work has gone on to allow me 
to make artificial collision scenes similar to the ones that the locust has in 
its nervous system. So this was just the start of the journey, really. And my 
co-worker Peter Simmons was very helpful, providing infinite support and 
consideration. So that enabled the work to go on. Now, the thing that the 
locusts were most interested in was the TIE fighter in the death star, and the 
way I was able to pin that down was that I dubbed the recording from the 
locust visual neuron back onto the movie, and then I could see exactly what the 
neuron was interested in. And I monitored it frame by frame, so I am heartily sick 
of the Star Wars movie. 

[At this point, Miss Sweetie Poo interrupted, saying, “Please stop. I’m bored. Please stop. I’m bored...”]

That would be a blessed release.

ECONOMICS
Gauri Nanda (inventor of the alarm clock that 
runs away and hides)

Thank you so much for this award. You know, it’s kind of funny 
getting this award because my intention wasn’t actually to get people 
to work on time. I just kind of wanted them to have something to 
laugh at in the morning -- maybe personalize the whole waking-up 
process. But I think it’s actually gone too far, because the other day 
I accidentally knocked my laptop computer screen and I actually 
apologized to it. But… thank you.

Peace Prize winner Claire Rind. 
Photo: John Bradley.

Economics Prize winner Gauri Nanda. 
Photo: Kees Moeliker.
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CHEMISTRY
Edward Cussler and Brian Gettlefinger (co-
authors of “Will Humans Swim Faster or Slower in Syrup?”)

You have to guess. You have to guess. The answer is: their speed doesn’t change. And the reason it doesn’t 
change takes a lot -- takes infinitely long -- to understand.

BIOLOGY
Benjamin Smith and Craig Williams (members of the five-person frog-sniffing 
experiment team)

BENJAMIN SMITH: I’d just like to say that there are an infinite number of interesting odors out there for us to 
smell, and we’re very pleased that we could  follow in the foot steps of famous scientists like Plautus. In fact it 
was Plautus -- and bear with me, my Latin is not very good -- who said, “Aliter catuli longe olent, aliter suis.” 
Puppies and pigs have very different smells, and so do frogs.

CRAIG WILLIAMS: We’d like to thank our co-conspirators: Mike Tyler, who is a mentor to me and Ben, and, in 
fact, his hand was the first time I had smelled another man’s hand; Yoji Hayasaka and Brian Williams: fantastic; 

and…

BENJAMIN SMITH: A quote from another famous infinite 
person….

CRAIG WILLIAMS: Yes, we’re at Harvard. Keep the tone 
intellectual. I think it was Elizabeth Taylor, who had an 
infinite number of husbands, who said, “Success is the best 
deodorant.”

Chemistry Prize winners Brian Gettlefinger (left) and 
Edward Cussler. Photo: David Holzman.

Biology Prize winners Benjamin Smith and Craig Williams. 
Photo: John Bradley.
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NUTRITION
Dr. Yoshiro Nakamats (who photographed every meal 
he has consumed for the past 34 years)

Please be patient before eating your meal. Take picture. You can get better brain 
quality and longevity. Long life should be longer. Speech should be short.

FLUID DYNAMICS
Victor Benno Meyer-Rochow (co-author of “Pressures 
Produced When Penguins Pooh -- Calculations on Avian 
Defaecation”)

[Speech delivered via video] Ladies and gentlemen -- we’re very happy to see 
that the jury has found our research worth the award. Unfortunately, both of 
us have encountered some problems getting a visa to be here in person. We 
don’t know why, but let’s hope it had nothing to do with the explosive nature of our work. Our work started in 
Antarctica during the first, and only, Jamaican Antarctic Expedition in 1993, which I had organized and was the 
leader of. Many photographs of penguins and their decorated nests were taken. Later, at a slide show in Kitasato 

in Japan, I was asked by 
a student during question 
time to explain how the 
penguins decorated their 
nests. I answered: they 
get up, move to the edge 
of the nest, turn around, 
bend over, and shoot. The 
student who had asked the 
question -- she blushed. 
The audience chuckled. 
And we got the idea to 
calculate the pressures 
produced when penguins 
pooh. Thank you.

Fluid Dynamics Prize winner 
Benno Meyer-Rochow delivers 
his acceptance speech via video. 
Meyer-Rochow and co-winner 
Jozsef Gal were unable to obtain 
visas to travel to the U.S. and 
attend the ceremony. Photo: 
Kees Moeliker.

Nutrition Prize winner Yoshiro Nakamats receives his Prize from 
Nobel Laureate William Lipscomb. Photo: John Bradley.
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The 24-7 Lectures
transcribed by Jessica Girard, AIR staff

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 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.

LECTURER: Rebecca German, Vice-Chair 
for Research at the Department of Physical Medicine and 

Rehabilitation, Johns Hopkins University.

TOPIC: Morphology
Complete technical description in TWENTY-FOUR (24) 
SECONDS: 

Morphology is a property of an object with the visual 
appearance that exists in some 2-3 dimensional space. 
it can be measured by eigenfunctions of the bending 
energy matrix interpreted as the actual warped surfaces 
over the picture of the original landmark configuration 
as the product of the phenotypic process portrayed by 
Procrustes’ paradigm of partial-- [INTERRUPTED BY 
THE REFEREE’S WHISTLE].

Clear summary that anyone can understand, in SEVEN (7) WORDS:

It’s not just size, Shape matters too.

LECTURER: William Lipscomb, 1976 Nobel Laureate in Chemistry.

TOPIC: Infinity
Complete technical description in TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS: 

Did you know that there are just as many even numbers as there are even and odd 
numbers together? When  you have infinities.. When they are at infinity... In fact, 
Cantor defined a collection [INTERRUPTED BY THE REFEREE’S WHISTLE] 
infinite…

Clear summary that anyone can understand, in SEVEN (7) WORDS:

Weird things can happen with these infinities.

Rebecca German. Photo: Robin 
Abrahams

William Lipscomb. Photo: Robin Abrahams.
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LECTURER: Richard Jakowski, Associate Professor at the 
Department of Biomedical Sciences, at the Tufts Cummings School of 

Veterinary Medicine.

TOPIC: Purring
Complete technical description in TWENTY-FOUR (24) 
SECONDS: 

Purring results from the low frequency oscillation of the caudal 
portion of the soft palate, which is more elongated in cats than in other 
mammalian species. This places the feline’s soft palate and the laminal 
airstream between the posterior choana and the rima glottis, resulting in 
fluttering between posterior portions producing an audible sound  in the 
range between 50-200 hertz. The purring mechanism is similar to the 
flapping uvula of a snoring person. However, rather than keeping us awake-
- [INTERRUPTED BY THE REFEREE’S WHISTLE].

Clear summary that anyone can understand, in SEVEN (7) WORDS:

The cat’s purr is a melodious snore.

LECTURER: Robin Abrahams, psychologist and author of the “Miss 

Conduct” etiquette column in the Boston Globe Magazine.

TOPIC: The human mind
Complete technical description in TWENTY-FOUR (24) SECONDS: 

The complexity and efficiency of the human mind was not fully appreciated 
until attempts to create artificial intelligence systems led to the discovery that 
so called “common sense” such as the ability to understand jokes, or that it is 
inadvisable to begin building a tower of blocks starting at the top, is in fact 
extraordinarily difficult to program into computers. Turns out we’re smarter 
then we knew. However,  research also shows that human cognition is prone 
to an infinite number of bugs, such as binary thinking-- [INTERRUPTED BY 
THE REFEREE’S WHISTLE]

Clear summary that anyone can understand, in SEVEN (7) WORDS:

People are brilliantly stupid, and stupidly brilliant.

LECTURER: Lynn Margulis, Distinguished University Professor, at 

the University of Massachusetts..

TOPIC: What is life?
Complete technical description in TWENTY-FOUR 
(24) SECONDS: 

The secret of life. up beyond the termites asshole -- that’s 
the anus-- in her murky gut the wood feeding termite 
harbors the secret of life. what is it? A community becomes 
an individual. the arithmetic of the living: one plus one is 
one.

Clear summary that anyone can understand, in SEVEN 
(7) WORDS:

If you feel you’re falling apart, you are.

.

Richard Jakowski. Photo: John Bradley.

Robin Abrahams. Photo: 
John Bradley.

Lynn Margulis. Photo: John Bradley.
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Jamaican Antarctic Expedition Leader
A brief interview with V.B. Meyer-Rochow

by Marc Abrahams, AIR staff

[Victor Benno Meyer-Rochow is lead author of the 2005 Ig Nobel Biology Prize-winning study “Pressures 
Produced When Penguins Pooh -- Calculations on Avian Defaecation.” Note to the potentially confused, regarding 
the note reproduced at the end: Dr. Meyer-Rochow is a citizen of New Zealand.]

QUESTION: In your Ig Nobel 
acceptance speech you mentioned, in 
passing, an unexpected detail. I have 
resisted till now, but can stand it no 
longer. Please explain about the “first 
Jamaican Antarctic expedition.”

ANSWER: Very briefly: When I was 
Professor of Experimental Biology and 
Director of the Electron Microscopy 
Lab at the University of the West Indies 
in Jamaica, I gave a public lecture on 
Antarctica, my research, my trips and 
expeditions to that icy continent. During 
the introduction it was mentioned 
that the German Ambassador was in 
the audience. That annoyed me a bit, 
because I knew that also the Indian High 
Commissioner, the Chilean Ambassador 
and perhaps other important people 
were present. I put things right at the 
end of my slide show and then got more 
acquainted with the Chilean Ambassador.

He mentioned to me that there had been 
a Chilean/Jamaican Cultural Exchange 
Program, but so far nobody had made 
use of that. So, I suggested that we (Jamaicans) should send a Jamaican 
Antarctic team, tagged on to the Chilean Antarctic support system, as part of 
this cultural exchange.

The Chilean Ambassador liked the idea very much and so the first Jamaican 
Antarctic Expedition got on the way in January 1993. It lasted four weeks and depended on the goodwill and expertise of 
our Chilean friends. But we obtained results, had some publications, a lot of publicity, though unfortunately no support 
from the university for a repeat, even though I had the support of the New Zealand Antarctic Program for the 2004/05 
season and needed only $5,000. Nobody was willing to support us.

In one of our short scientific communications afterwards [“Male and Female Eyes of the Antarctic Midge Belgica 
antarctica (Diptera: Chironomidae) -- a Scanning Electron Microscopic Study,” Journal of Applied Entomology and 
Zoology, vol. 29, 1994, pp. 439-42] we wrote in the acknowledgements:

The New Zealand (V.B.M-R) and Jamaican (W.A.R.) authors wish to draw attention to the truly international 
nature of this paper and thank the Chilean authorities for their support in Antarctica, Dr. M. Moueza of the 
Université des Antilles et de la Guyane in Guadeloupe for his help with the scanning electron microscopy and 
Dr. Bill Block of the British Antarctic Survey, Cambridge (England) for his hints regarding relevant literature.

Mr. Walton Reid (right) of the Jamaican 
Antarctic Expedition and the skipper of the 

Chilean research vessel MS Quellon. Photo: 
V.B. Meyer-Rochow.
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AIRhead Research Review
Improbable theories, experiments, and 
conclusions

compiled by Dirk Manley, AIR staff

Bad Vibrations
“Cacophony, or Vile Scrapers on Vile Instruments: Bad Music in 
Early Modern English Towns,” Emily Cockayne, Urban History, 
vol. 29, no. 1, May 2002, pp. 35-47. The author explains that:

Drawing on 
contemporary musings 
and references from a variety of civic records, this article will consider 
music heard in the public spaces of urban England between the mid-
sixteenth and mid-eighteenth centuries. Negative reactions to performers 
such as common fiddlers and street traders became increasingly common as 
the period progressed...

Poor Experiment
“Are the Poor Willing to Pay a Premium for Designer Labels?: A Field 
Experiment in Bolivia,” Luuk Van Kempen, Oxford Development Studies, 
vol. 32, no. 2, June 2004, pp. 205-24. The author explains that:

This paper provides an empirical test of whether consumers in 
developing countries who live under conditions of poverty are 
prepared to pay a premium for products that feature a designer label, 
not because these are perceived as being of higher quality but for 
symbolic reasons. For this purpose a field experiment was conducted 
among urban, low-income consumers in Bolivia. 

A Question of Eggs
“Do These Eggs Smell Funny to You?: An Experimental Study of Egg Discrimination by Hosts of the Social Parasite 
Polyergus breviceps (Hymenoptera: Formicidae),” Christine A. Johnson, Howard Topoff, Robert K. Vander Meer and 
Barry Lavine, Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology, vol. 57, no. 3, January 2005, pp. 245-55. (Thanks to Michael 
Sholinbeck for bringing this to our attention.)

Cats, Owners, Influence
“Owner and Cat Features Influence the Quality of Life of the Cat,” S. 
Adamelli, L. Marinelli, S. Normando and G. Bono, Applied Animal 
Behaviour Science, vol. 94, nos. 1-2, October, 2005, pp. 89-98. The authors, 
who are at the University of Padua, Italy, report that:

The level of care given to the cat is greatly influenced by the gender, 
the education, the previous experience, the real ownership, the number 
of friends and of emotional bonds of the owner to people and by the 
gonadectomy. The cat behaviour depends mainly on the features of the 
owner (age; gender; number of family members and of friends; who 

looks after the cat; presence of children) and less of the cat.

We welcome your suggestions for this column. Please enclose the full citation (no abbreviations!) and, if possible, a 
photocopy of the paper.
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“The Count of 
Infinity”
A mini-opera in three acts

words by Marc Abrahams

This mini-opera had its premiere as part of the 15th 
First Annual Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony, at Sanders 
Theatre, Harvard University, on Thursday evening, 
October 6, 2005. 

Video of the entire ceremony, including “The Count of 
Infinity,” can be seen at the Improbable Research web 
site: www.improbable.com.

Original Cast
Narrator: Karen Hopkin

Pianist: Greg Neil

Countess of Infinity: Margo Button

Accountant: Simon Chausse

Citizens of the land of Infinity: Stacy Raphael and the Ig 
Nobel Minordomos, and the new Ig Nobel Prize winners, 
and Nobel Laureates Dudley Herschbach, William 
Lipscomb, Robert Wilson and Sheldon Glashow, and all of 
the other dignitaries who were on stage.

ACT 1 -- “The Infinite Inventory”

NARRATOR [spoken]: The Countess of Infinity rules 
over the land of Infinity -- which, let me tell you, is pretty 
big. The Countess wants to fall in love, get married, and 
have children. But first -- first! -- she has to complete 
a count of everything she owns. She is going to count 
EVERYTHING in the land of Infinity.
That’s because the Countess suffers from a psychological 
disorder.
It’s called OCD -- Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder.
It’s called OCD -- Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder.
It’s called OCD -- Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder.
The Countess needs help. So she hires a handsome young 
accountant, to assist in the counting. Let’s join them at 
their first meeting.

[MUSIC: Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, Mozart]

COUNTESS:
I, the Countess of Infinity,
Am aware of my virginity.

Dear sir,

I know it sounds abstruse.
But here is my excuse
Why I can’t reproduce.

I’ve got to make an inventory first of 
ev’rything I own.

This is how I live.
O C D
Makes me be
All obsessed, and com-pul-sive.

So no wedding rings,
Or even flings,
‘Til I complete my current counting spree.

So pardon me.

Now don’t you know I’d love to be impulsive?
Oh! But romance is repulsive
Until I finish counting
 Counting, counting,
 Counting, counting,
 Counting, counting,
 Counting, counting,
 Counting, counting, 
 Counting, counting...

Help me finish counting. I need you.
I need help. I really do.
Counting isn’t something I find fun.
It’s mandatory. It’s got to be done.

“You really should have children!”
That’s what I hear folks mutter.
But my mind is a-clutter
With counting guns and butter.

Simon Chaussé and Margot Button 
sing the leads in “The Count of 
Infinity.” Photo: David Holzman.
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Shoes and ships!
Chains and whips!
I cannot keep track
Of the categories without making slips.

Now please, please, please assist me!
And please don’t mind my checking,
My calling and my becking,
My “breathing down your neck”-ing.
Di-li-gence
With percents
Is all you need show me
So I can see
You’re not completely dense.

I really hope you’re not a dope.
I really don’t think I could cope.
Are you a dope?

HE: No, no. Nope! Nope, I am not a dope!

SHE:
I, the countess of Infinity,
Must continue my virginity!

ACT 2 -- “Principles of Accounting”

NARRATOR [spoken]: Our handsome young accountant 
decides that he needs to take charge of the project -- the 

project to take a complete 
inventory of EVERYTHING 
in the land of Infinity. Why? 
Because he is falling in love 
with the Countess of Infinity, 
and wants to impress her. The 
Countess suspects that the young 
man is stupid, but she lets him 
keep counting. Why? Because she 
is falling in love with him. Let’s 
join this incipient couple...

[MUSIC: “Là Ci Darem la Mano” 
from Mozart’s Don Giovanni]

HE: Principles of 
accounting
 Show just what I need to do.
 For me, this is work amounting
 To -- let me see -- oh, just a 
month or two.

SHE: Your claim that it will be easy
 To count to infinity...
 Sounds way beyond being breezy.
 It sounds like some new form of asininity.
 Ass-i-ni-nity!

HE: Fear not!!!!! For I’m an accountant.

SHE: Your manly goodness fills me with excitement.

HE: Good! I will set up your book-keeping.

SHE: But -- if your system’s double-entry,
 Why, that seems so element’ry.
 Oh, it seems so element’ry.

HE: Double entry!
 It keeps track of your possessions!
SHE: But won’t we need extra sessions?
HE: That makes it twice as good.
SHE: I hope I’ve misunderstood...
HE: Yes, you’ve misunderstood!
SHE Ohhhh! Please, just say it in a nutshell!

HE: Tally! Just tally!
SHE: So -- Tally? Tally? Tally? Tally ho?
HE: Oh tally! Oh, tally!
SHE:  Oh! Are we heading for disaster
 If we don’t find something faster?
 Let’s stop this crazy arguing!
HE: Don’t dally! Let’s tally!
SHE (reluctantly): Let’s tally...

The countess expresses her initial disdain for the accountant’s 
cognitive abilities. Photo: Robin Abrahams.
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SHE: This count could take forever!
  [HE: This count won’t take forever!]
SHE: Unless we’re very clever,
  [HE: Because we’re very clever!]
SHE: We’ll tally, tally on, in-fin-it’ly.
  [HE: We won’t tally on in-fin-it’ly.]

BOTH (with hands clasped together in infinite love): Our 
love for this endeavor
 Will never end. No, never!
 We’d tally, tally on, in-fin-it’ly.
HE: We would!
SHE:  We would. We would?
HE: We would!
BOTH:  We’d tally in-fin-it’ly.
 We’d tally in-fin-it’ly.
 We’d tally in-fin-it’ly.

ACT 3 -- “The Count of Infinity”

NARRATOR [spoken]: Good news! The Countess of 
Infinity has tamed her obsessive-compulsive disorder. 
Her OCD is under control thanks to some pharmaceutical 
help. The Countess wishes that the handsome accountant 
would stop counting, and marry her and become the Count 
of Infinity. But... but... but.. he, the accountant, wants 
to finish counting ALLLLLLLLLL the way to infinity. 
The nation’s entire population -- played here by all the 
scientists who are with us on stage tonight -- is helping 

with the count. 
Now let’s join this infinite cast of characters, for the 
thrilling conclusion of the opera.

[Throughout this act, everyone except He and She goes 
through the motions of counting things.]

[This first song is a capella sung by everyone on stage.
Note: Singing the number properly becomes more 
awkward as the number gets bigger and gains more 
syllables with each verse.]

[MUSIC: “Ninety-nine Bottles,” traditional American 
spiritual.]

ALL: Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall.
 Ninety-nine bottles of beer.
 That bottle there looks like a pair!
 One-hundred bottles of beer on the wall.

 One-hundred bottles of beer on the wall.
 One-hundred bottles of beer.
 That bottle there looks like a pair!
 One-hundred-and-one bottles of beer on the wall.

 One-hundred-and-one bottles of beer on the wall.
 One-hundred-and-one bottles of beer.
 That bottle there looks like a pair!
 One-hundred-and-two bottles of beer on the wall 
--

SHE [spoken]: Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop!!!!!!! 
Enough, already.

[MUSIC: “The Champagne Waltz” from “Die 
Fledermaus,” Johann Strauss II.]

[THEME:]

SHE: Counting one-by-one
 You’ll never get it done.
 It should be clear to you
 That you’ll never reach 
infinity,
 Or anywhere in that vicinity.

HE:  Counting one-by-one
 Would NEVER get it done.
 On that we are agreed.
 I must simply multiply the 
SPEED.
 So, this is how I will proceed:

[CHORUS:]

[Left to right:] Veterinary professor Richard Jakowski, Ig Nobel 
Chemistry Prize winner Brian Gettlefinger, psychologist Robin 
Abrahams and Nobel Laureate William Lipscomb (as a beer 
bottle) act as extras in the finale of the mini-opera. Photo: David 
Holzman.



24|Annals of Improbable Research |November-December 2005 www.improbable.com November-December 2005 | Annals of Improbable Research|25 www.improbable.com

HE:  Hop-hopping like-like a kangaroo,
 I will count ev’rything two-by-two.
 Doubling the speed will assure that I’m
 Going to finish in half the time.

[THEME:]

HE: Or, more rapidly,
 I could count three-by-three...
 Or faster, if I please!
 I could even count by THIRTY-and-threes!
 Why not by a THOUSAND-thirty-and-threes?

 Why think small?
 No reason -- none at all!
 I’ll count a MILLION at a crack.
 Like Napoleon, I say “Attack!”

SHE [spoken]: You are a monomaniac.

[CHORUS:]

SHE: You could go on that way, happily.
 All day and night, counting sappily.
 You could go on that way all your life --
[She speaks the next line]
 Or... you could stop, and make me your wife.

[THEME]

HE: Countess, I’m confused
 I thought you were enthused,
 Enraptured and entranced --
 That until we’d reached infinity,
 Your middle name would be “Virginity”!?

SHE: Oh, my dear, you see
 When I had OCD,
 My life was strict routine.
 Filthy thoughts were few and far between.
 But now I take fluoxetine!

[CHORUS]

SHE: I find infinity’s no big deal
 When I take Prozac with ev’ry meal.
 Now that I’m taking the right amount,
 I would be pleased if you’d be my Count.

[THEME]

HE: Counting is a drag.
 But there’s a little snag.
 There’s no way we can stop!
 Count the dough our country spends on it.

Stacy Raphael and William Lipscomb attempt to count an infinity 
of beer bottles. Photo: Al Teich.

 Our economy depends on it.

SHE: You keep counting then,
 Yes, you and all the men.
 Yes, that arrangement’s best.

HE: We can do it without feeling stressed!
 We’re strong. We never get depressed!

[CHORUS]

BOTH: Praised be the men of great intellect!
 We must acknowledge they are correct!
 There can be no doubt about it, then.
 Women just don’t count as much as men!

[Everybody repeats the chorus]
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Ig Nobel Invitation
The 15th First Annual Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony

Thursday evening, October 5, 2006

TICKETS: will go on sale in August, 2006
The ceremony will be televised live on the Internet.

Also: The Ig Informal Lectures at MIT, Saturday afternoon, October 7.

For more info, see www.improbable.com

to be PROOFED by S. Welstead
Socially Scientific
Notes on the intriguing behavior of human beings 

by Robin Abrahams

Intelligence
During a recent taxicab ride, I explained to the driver that my belief that Harvard faculty were not necessarily smarter than 
professors elsewhere, just much more hard-working. He responded, “They say if you paint a car red it goes five miles an 
hour faster. So I figure if you teach at Harvard, that’s got to make you at least a little bit smarter.” That certainly gave me 
something to think about. 

Dogs 
Will euphemisms never cease? I have discovered that dog-training manuals, which used to refer to “dominance” behavior 
in dogs, now call it “leadership” behavior instead. Excuse me? “Leadership” more properly refers to the sorts of qualities 
possessed by Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., not to pissing on my shoes and humping my leg and 
thinking you can get away with it. Then again, if the leaders of world governments can‚t tell the difference, I suppose it‚s 
a bit much to expect a simple dog trainer to. 

Intelligence and Dogs (fear of being eaten by) 
A recent psychological study showed that you can lower people‚s scores on intelligence tests considerably by leading them 
to fear that they will wind up alone in life. Perhaps this simple calculus (fear of being alone = stupidity) explains why the 
fictional Bridget Jones of diary fame, whose greatest fear is that of “ending up alone, half-eaten by an Alsatian” is such an 
unbearable twit. Or perhaps her cognitive deficits spring from getting hangover-inducingly drunk fully 60% of the days 
of the year. Regardless, it is always encouraging to see that novelists know in their bones what psychologists must do 
experiments to prove.

Sources
“Effects of Social Exclusion on Cognitive Processes: Anticipated Aloneness Reduces Intelligent Thought,” Roy F. 
Baumeister, Jean M. Twenge and Christopher K. Nuss, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 83, no. 4, 2002, 
pp. 817-827. 

Bridget Jones’ Diary, Helen Fielding, New York: Viking Press, 1996.
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May We Recommend
Items that merit a trip to the library

compiled by Stephen Drew, AIR staff

Booing, Analytically
“Booing: The Anatomy of a Disaffiliative Response,” Steven 
E. Clayman, American Sociological Review, vol. 58, no. 1, 
February 1993, pp. 110-30.

Complexities of Smell
“Pork Farm Odour Modeling Using Multiple-Component 
Multiple-Factor Analysis and Neural Networks,” Kevin R. 
Janes, Simon X. Yang and Roger R. Hacker, Applied Soft 
Computing, vol. 6, no. 1, November 2005, pp. 53-61. (Thanks to J.M.C. Pereira for bringing this to our attention.)

Dangerous Trends in Oboe 
Playing
“Dangerous Trends in Oboe Playing,” Melvin 
Berman, Journal of the International Double 
Reed Society, Number 1, 1973. Online at http:
//idrs.colorado.edu/Publications/Journal/JNL1/
dangerous.html (Thanks to Eric Geigle for 
bringing this to our attention.)

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

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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HMO-NO News
Health care advice to pass on to your patients

HMO-NO   The very final word in health care

Freud-Plus! Therapy

Most people are familiar with the therapeutic theories of 

Sigmund Freud. HMO-NO is proud to introduce a new approach 

to help you use Freud’s theories to heal what ails you. Our new 

Freud-Plus! Therapytm combines the best of Freudian theory 

-- that everything comes down to sex --with the practical discoveries of 

modern medical distraction. Whatever your illness or injury, we will apply 

precise dosages of sexual distraction; your body’s natural recuperative 

functionality will do the rest.* Healing and well-being are assured.* You 

will be impressed at how well it works.

HMO-NO. Because we care about you, and your pocketbook.

* This program is not available where prohibited by law.

** Some patients may experience other outcomes.

Intelligent Design
Many scientists -- well, nearly all scientists -- seem 
surprised that the President of the United States thinks 
Intelligent Design should be taught in schools. (See 
news reports earlier this year from any major media 
source.) Most likely, the President is referring to the 
persuasive 1998 report  “Intelligent Design Using 
Expertise Knowledge, Manufacturing Data, and 
Legacy Codes,” prepared by J.J. Rivera of Sandia 
National Laboratories. The report says:

Design engineers are becoming few in number 
and years worth of experience is about to be lost. 
What will happen when new weapons are designed 
or retrofits need to be made? Who will know the lessons learned in the past? What process will be followed? 
When and what software codes should be used? Intelligent design is the answer to the questions posed above 
for weapon design.

The report’s final section, labeled “CONCLUSIONS,” says:

The intelligent designer is still being developed.
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The Infinite Lectures
transcribed by Jessica Girard, AIR staff

NOTE: To see video of these speeches, and of the 
entire ceremony, see the Improbable Research web site 
www.improbable.com.

To celebrate the evening’s theme -- Infinity -- the Ig Nobel 
Board of Governors commissioned three Infinite Lectures. 
Each lecture addressed a different aspect of infinity. Each 
lecturer was confined to a strictly enforced time limit of 
infinity. The time limits were enforced by Mr. John Barrett, 
the official Ig Nobel referee.

Infinite Lecture #1
Lecturer: DUDLEY HERSCHBACH, Nobel Laureate in 
Chemistry, 1986

Assigned Topic: THE LECTURER WILL EXPLAIN THE 
CONCEPT OF INFINITY

Verbatim text of the lecture: “It’s a very simple concept but 
you have to understand a lot of other concepts. you have to 
understand the concept of one. Of two. Of three. Of four. 
Of five... And minus one, minus two, minus three…”

Infinite Lecture #2
Lecturer: ROBERT WILSON, Nobel Laureate in Physics, 
1978

Assigned Topic: THE LECTURER WILL RECITE, IN 
THEIR PROPER ORDER, ALL THE DIGITS OF THE 
NUMBER PI

Verbatim text of the lecture [NOTE: Dr. Wilson read his 
lecture from a roll of toilet paper]:

“3.14159265358979323846264338327950288419716931
…”

Infinite Lecture #3
Lecturer: SHELDON GLASHOW, Nobel Laureate in 
Physics, 1979

Assigned Topic: THE LECTURER WILL TELL 
EVERYTHING HE KNOWS

Verbatim text of the lecture: 

“Let me start with the year I was born, which was 1932, 
when the...”Dudley Herschbach explains the concept of infinity, starting 

from first principles. Photo: John Bradley.

Robert Wilson 
serves up the 

digits of pi. 
Photo: John 

Bradley.

Sheldon Glashow 
begins his firsthand 
recounting of 
infinity. Photo: John 
Bradley.
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Signed Books by Richard Lederer 

(circle choices)

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

Unauthorized Official Girl’s Guide 
of the World Champion New England 

Patriots!

PIGSKIN CORRECTNESS....
Be sure you know the score with this humorous, 
informative guide to the mysteries of the gridiron. 
Complete with more than 30 cartoons, a glossary 
of terms, and recipes for making any Game Day 

fun for everyone.

Special for AIRHeads:
Order through www.peacotoons.com for a 

special price:  only $10.00!

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

by Richard Lederer

The annals of medicine contain many surprising things. Here are several that cropped up in medical transcriptions:

• The patient refused an autopsy.

• The patient has no past history of suicides.

• Testicles are missing on this woman.

• On examination, the testicles and penises are 
normal.

• He has no bleeding from the ears or noses.

• Heart problem is fixed. Patient died at 10:07 this 
morning.

• If it weren’t for the fact that the patient is dead, I 
would say he was in perfect health.

Please send your best specimens, together with sources whenever possible, to Richard Lederer, 10034 Mesa Madera 
Drive, San Diego, CA 92131 USA
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AIR 2:5— Special Generic Issue.  SOLD OUT.
AIR 2:6— Special Martian Meteorite Issue. 
AIR 3:1— Special Ig Nobel Prize Issue. SOLD OUT. 
AIR 3:2— Annual Swimsuit Issue. 
AIR 3:3— Special Managed Health Care Issue.
AIR 3:4— Special Peculiar Patents Issue. 
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