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Improbable Research:  
Beard on Crystal, Fly in Wine
Improbable theories, experiments, and conclusions
compiled by Dirk Manley, Improbable Research staff

Crystallographers’ Beards, to Seed Crystals
“Gerhard M.J. Schmidt, 1919-1971,” David Ginsberg, Israel Journal of Chemistry, 
vol. 10,1972, pp. 59-72. (Thanks to investigator Steve Dahms for bringing this to our 
attention.) The author explains:

Both as an organic chemist and as a crystallographer, Gerhard appreciated 
crystals and crystallization. It may have been from him that I first heard the 
story of those early bearded heroes of organic chemistry. When a student had 
difficulty in crystallizing a compound they would simply shake their beards 
over the flask containing the offending substance. Then, lo and behold, after 
nucleation had done its job, crystallization set in. Gerhard believed that the 
beard of an Adolf von Baeyer or an Otto Wallach could indeed be a source of 
crystals of every conceivable space group. But he was abreast of the times and 
realistically realized that, alas, the era of the patriarchal beard was over. He 
voiced the idea that one could, in principle, have a salt-shaker type of container 
in which there would be microcrystalline shapes made of an inert material. 
One shake would convert even the most cleanly shaven male graduate student, 
indeed, his female counterpart, into the equivalent (in this respect) of a Baeyer.

Identifying the Smell of a Fly in a Wine Glass
“The Scent of the Fly,” Paul G. Becher, Sebastien Lebreton, Erika A. Wallin, Erik 
Hedenstrom, Felipe Borrero-Echeverry, Marie Bengtsson, Volker Jorger, and 
Peter Witzgall, bioRxiv, no. 20637, 2017. The authors, at the Swedish University 
of Agricultural Sciences, Mid Sweden University, the Colombian Corporation of 
Agricultural Research, and Staatliches Weinbauinstitut, Germany, report:

While collecting volatiles from D. melanogaster flies, we discovered that we 
can reliably distinguish single male from female flies by their scent, which 
is strongly reminiscent of Z4-11Al. We therefore employed a sensory panel 
to verify whether we can indeed discern single flies, and whether the newly 
discovered pheromone Z4-11Al contributes to the scent of the female fly....

Eight members of the sensory panel for organoleptic tests for the wine-
growing area of Baden (Germany) evaluated the odour of D. melanogaster 
and synthetic Z4-11Al. Each test comprised three glasses, control and two 
treatments, which were presented in random order.... Flies were kept during 5 
min in empty wine tasting glasses (215 ml) and were released shortly before 
tests....

The sensory panel confirmed that we sensitively 
smell Z4-11Al, the female-produced pheromone 
of the fruit fly D. melanogaster [20] and that 
we can reliably distinguish single female from 
male flies. This supports the observation that one 
fly spoils a glass of wine, after falling into it—
provided it is of the female sex.

Adolph von Baeyer, German chemist 
(1835-1917), famed for synthesizing the 
dye indigo, and for his beard.

Otto Wallach, German chemist (1847-
1931), famed for his research with 
alicyclic compounds, and for his beard.

Detail from the study “The Scent of the Fly”:  a fruit 
fly D. melanogaster female, here seen with exposed 

ovipositor, on a piece of fruit (a blueberry).
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