
 
 

Infinity and so much more 

This year's Ig Nobel prizes were a triumph, even though the floor-sweeper couldn't make it. 
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If you have had your dog neutered, you are constantly reminded of your irreversible surgical choice by the 
altered appearance of your pet and the weak sounds produced when he tries to lick his balls and there is 
nothing but emptiness. Luckily for both dog and owner, this problem belongs to the past, thanks to Gregg A 
Miller, who invented Neuticles - artificial replacement testicles for dogs, available in three sizes and three 
degrees of firmness. 

For his US-patented invention, Miller was awarded the 2005 Ig Nobel prize for medicine last Thursday night at 
Harvard University's Sanders theatre, before 1,200 spectators. The 15th annual Ig Nobel prize ceremony 
honoured 10 new winners for achievements that first make people laugh and then make them think, carefully 
selected by master of ceremonies Marc Abrahams and his Ig Nobel Board of Governors from more than 5,000 
nominations. This year they came from five continents. Genuine Nobel laureates were on stage as normal - 
no less than four this year, plus a dummy (life-size, of 2004 Physics laureate, Frank Wilczek), were on stage 
to hand over the prize: an artefact made of extremely cheap materials.  

I have the honour to deliver the keynote address that introduces "infinity", the theme of the night. Although the 
subject deserves more time, I keep it short and show 60 seconds of a video of a blackbird that keeps flying 
into the same window day after day, week after week, month after month, back home in Rotterdam.  

James Watson is the first of this year's winners. He earned the Agricultural History prize for his study, The 
Significance of Mr Buckley's Exploding Trousers. Do go to your local library and get Agricultural History, 
volume 78, pages 346-360 for some fascinating reading about sodium chlorate and many other facets of New 
Zealand farming in the early 20th century.  

Sweet success  

Edward Cussler and Brian Gettelfinger made Ig Nobel history by wearing Speedos when they accepted the 
Chemistry prize. They had good reason, because their prize-winning study settled the longstanding scientific 
question: will humans swim faster or slower in syrup? Just imagine. On a beautiful day, two scientists pour 
310kg of guar gum (a food thickener, known in Europe as E412) in a 650m3 swimming pool, stir well for 36 
hours and then ask 10 swimmers to swim two lengths in the syrup and (after a shower and three minutes of 
rest) two lengths in an adjacent pool filled with water. They record each swimmer's lap time and number of 
strokes, and publish their results (they discovered that there is no difference in speed) in the November 2004 
issue of the prestigious American Institute of Chemical Engineers Journal. This is science at its best, and a 
good laugh.  

Claire Rind, of Newcastle University, came to Harvard to collect the Peace prize for electronically monitoring 
the activity of a nerve cell in a locust while that insect was watching selected highlights from the movie Star 
Wars, as published in Journal of Neurophysiology 68 (1992). The specific neuron studied responds very well 
to approaching objects, and Rind told me that Star Wars was just the right movie, with lots of objects coming 
towards the viewer on a direct collision course.  

Was this useless science? "No way!" says Rind, "We turned the results into a model for collision avoidance in 
cars." This does make me think.  

Biologists as a group are known for opening up poorly explored fields of research, and so they have a high Ig 
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Nobel standard to maintain. Benjamin Smith and Craig Williams have done that by painstakingly smelling and 
cataloguing the peculiar odours produced by 131 species of frogs when the frogs were feeling stressed 
(Applied Herpetology 2: 47-82). They won the Biology prize for good reasons, but shouldn't their "naive 
volunteers" who had loads of frogs placed below their noses to describe the smelly secretions be honoured in 
some way too? "Nutty" was the most common olfactory characterisation, but other odours reminded the brave 
volunteers of Asian food, buttered popcorn, used sneakers, sperm, urine, Adelaide tap water or Italian 
cheese, just to name a few.  

Abrahams always keeps the best for last, and he did it again. The Fluid-Dynamics prize went to Benno Meyer-
Rochow and Jozsef Gal 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 Poo - Calculations on Avian 
Defaecation (Polar Biology 27: 56-58). Unfortunately, Meyer-Rochow's eight-year-old non-machine readable 
New Zealand passport and the structural unemployment of his Hungarian co-winner hampered both eminent 
scientists from getting visas to enter the United States and collect their prize.  

Polar charm  

"My passport still has two years to go, and I had to travel to Helsinki or Berlin to apply in person and explain 
what I was going to do in the US - no way," Meyer-Rochow told me by phone from his lab in Bremen, earlier. 
The angry professor, with the looks of a true polar explorer, appears much more cheerful on the video-taped 
acceptance speech that is shown with images of a penguin firing an impressive shot from his rear.  

This was my third Ig Nobel prize ceremony. During the first, I didn't know what happened to me. The second 
made me realise what I got into. Tonight I feel at home. Miss Sweety Poo, the ever cute eight-year-old, is 
there (to help the winners keep their acceptance speeches short), and so is attorney Bill Maloney who always 
acts as censor when things get too rough. And Daniel Rosenberg and his performing scientists again take 
care of some real firework on stage. But one icon of the ceremony, the elderly gentleman wearing a safari suit 
and a Chinese coolie hat, who sweeps the piles of paper planes off the stage, is not there. When I got my Ig 
Nobel prize in 2003, he sat next to me on stage, squeezed my arm and said "Don't worry, everything will be 
over soon." It was Roy Glauber. He couldn't be here tonight, but he had a good reason. I'll leave it to Marc 
Abrahams to explain more.  

· Kees Moeliker is curator of the Natural History Museum, Rotterdam. He won the 2003 Ig Nobel prize in 
biology, for the first scientifically recorded case of homosexual necrophilia in the mallard duck  
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