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The 25th First Annual Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony was full of 
life, paper airplanes, and present-and-former eight-year-old 
girls.
The 2015 Ig Nobel Prizes, honoring achievements that first 
make people LAUGH and then make them THINK, were 
awarded on Thursday evening, September 17, 2015, at 
Harvard University’s historic Sanders Theatre, before 1100 
spectators in a ceremony punctuated with the traditional 
barrage of paper airplanes. 
Around the world, thousands watched via live webcast. This 
year, again, the ceremony also offered a second, parallel live 
video feed, as a courtesy to the world’s security agencies. 
Recordings of both video streams can be seen on the 
ceremony web page. For the 24th straight year, a specially 
edited recording of the ceremony will be broadcast the 
day after Thanksgiving on the Science Friday program on 
National Public Radio.
This year’s winners traveled from five continents, at their 
own expense.

The Ig Nobel Prizes were physically handed to the winners 
by genuine Nobel laureates: Carol Greider (Physiology or 
Medicine, 2009), Jack Szostak (Physiology or Medicine, 
2009), Eric Maskin (Economics, 2007), and Frank Wilczek 
(Physics, 2004), and Dudley Herschbach (Chemistry, 1986). 
Greider and Szostak — who were awarded their Nobel Prize 
together (and together with a third colleague, Elizabeth 
Blackburn) — were the two-in-one-package prize in the 
Win-a-Date-With-a-Nobel-Laureate Contest. 

The 25th First Annual Ig Nobel 
Prize Ceremony

The winner of this year’s Win-
a-Date-With-a-Nobel-Laureate 
contest, chosen at random from 

among the 1100 ticket holders 
in Sanders Theatre, races onto 

the stage to claim her prize. 
Photo: David Holzman.

Jean Berko Gleason and Bill Hoston deliver the traditional Goodbye Goodbye speech. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.
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For the 25th 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 (or winning team) was 
presented with an Ig Nobel Prize 
(manufactured in a new design, and 
as per tradition made of extremely 
cheap materials). Each individual 
received a piece of paper (signed 
by several Nobel laureates) saying 
that they had won an Ig Nobel 
Prize. Again this year, each winner 
(or winning team) also received 
cash—a  $10,000,000,000,000 bill 
from Zimbabwe. (These bills were 
created some years ago by Gideon 
Gono, then governor of Zimbabwe’s 
Reserve Bank. In 2009 Dr. Gono 

was awarded an Ig Nobel Prize for Economics, for giving 
people a simple, everyday way to cope with a wide range of 
numbers—from very small to very big—by having his bank 
print bank notes with denominations ranging from one cent 
[$.01] to 100 trillion dollars [$100,000,000,000,000].)

Five of the world’s great thinkers — 
Sara Lewis, Frank Wilczek, Deborah 
Anderson, Jack Szostak, and Jessica 
Gall Myrick — delivered this year’s 
24/7 Lectures, each explaining 
her or his topic first in a detail-
crammed 24 seconds, then in a clear 
seven words. Details of those 24/7 
Lectures are published elsewhere in 
this issue.
This year’s ceremony also included 
a brief, personal salute to Don 
Featherstone, who died recently. In 
1996, Featherston was awarded the 
Ig Nobel prize for Art, for creating 
the plastic pink flamingo. He and his 
wife, Nancy, returned to most of the 
subsequent Ig Nobel ceremonies, 
where, always clad in matching 
flamingo-themed outfits, they 

Six former Miss Sweetie Poos and the current Miss Sweetie Poo. Photo: Mike Benveniste.

This year’s Ig Nobel Prize (one 
of the new winners named it 

“the Chemis-Tree”) reflects the 
theme of the ceremony: Life. 

Photo: Eric Workman, who also 
designed and built the prize. continued >
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25th First Annual Ig Nobel Prize Ceremony [continued]

Life
The evening also featured numerous tributes to this year’s 
theme: LIFE. The ceremony included the premiere of  
“The Best Life,” a three-act mini-opera about a competition 
in which ALL the millions of species of life compete to  
see which ONE will be officially chosen as ”The Best.”  
The opera starred soprano Maria Ferrante, baritone Scott 
Taylor, and chemist Daniel Rosenberg, with The All-Species 
Chorus (composed of Boston-area researchers and the  
Nobel laureates).
An all-star conglomeration of researchers explained, 
speaking en masse into a single microphone, why many 
biologists do not consider viruses to be a form of life.

The Swan Song of Dr. NakaMats
Dr. Yoshiro NakaMats gave a special musical performance. 
In 2005, the prolific (more than 3000 patents) Japanese 
inventor/politician/author was awarded the Ig Nobel Prize  
for Nutrition for having photographed every meal he had 
eaten during the previous 34 years (the streak has now 
extended to 44 years). Dr. NakaMats was recently diagnosed 
with a fatal form of cancer. At this year’s ceremony, he wrote 
and sang, together with the audience, a special song about 
that. At the conclusion of the song, Dr. NakaMats withdrew  
a sword from the throat of 2007 Ig Nobel Medicine prize  
co-winner Dan Meyer, co-author of the British Medical 
Journal study “Sword Swallowing and Its Side Effects.”

Non-Traditional Traditional Beginning
The ceremony began with a 30-second-long intensive paper 
airplane barrage by the audience, who were aiming at a target 
on stage.
This was followed by the traditional Ig Nobel “Welcome, 
Welcome” speech, consisting in its entirety of the phrase 
“Welcome, welcome,” delivered this year in two parts (the 
word “Welcome” and the word “Welcome”) by Prof. Jean 
Berko Gleason and Dr. William Hoston.

Brevity, Thanks to an Eight-Year-Old 
Child (and Her Predecessors)
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. 
In celebration of this 25th year of the ceremony, most of the 
former Miss Sweetie Poos, all now older than eight, returned 
to the ceremony. They joined in a nostalgic quick round 
of reminiscences (in which each former Miss Sweetie Poo 
was interrupted by her successor, the entire bunch of them 
ultimately interrupted by the current Miss Sweetie Poo). 

were great favorites with the audience. Nancy Featherstone 
attended this year’s ceremony. A glowing plastic pink 
flamingo was carried through and above the audience in the 
darkened theatre.
Details appear elsewhere in this issue. Additional details 
appear on the ceremony web page, www.improbable.com/
ig/2015/.

Nobel Laureates Carol Greider and Jack Szostak embrace and are 
embraced by the audience member who won the Win-a-Date-With-
a-Nobel-Laureate contest. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.

Two past Ig Nobel Prize winners meet: Dr. NakaMats holds  
the sword he has just withdrawn from the throat of Dan Meyer. 
Photo: David Holzman.



9 www.improbable.com

They also ganged up on the final Ig Nobel Prize 
winners of the night — the co-winners of this years 
Ig Nobel Prize for Physiology and Entomology — in 
a clarifying joint rendition of the traditional Miss 
Sweetie Poo pronouncement: “Please stop. I’m bored. 
Please stop. I’m bored. Please stop...”

Traditional Ending
As the ceremony drew near its conclusion, Prof. Jean 
Berko Gleason and Dr. William Hoston together 
delivered the traditional Ig Nobel “Goodbye, 
Goodbye” speech, consisting in its entirety of the 
phrase “Goodbye, goodbye.” This year the speech 
was delivered in two parts (the word “Goodbye” and 
the word “Goodbye”).
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.”

Special Thanks
The ceremony was co-sponsored, as per tradition, by 
two student groups: the Harvard-Radcliffe Society 
of Physics Students (SPS) and the Harvard-Radcliffe 
Science Fiction Association (HRSFA). Special 
thanks to several organizations that helped make this 
year’s ceremony and webcast possible: the Harvard 
Extension School, Microsoft Research, Redbones, 
the Harvard CS50 course, Pepper Hamilton, Bova 
Bakery, Toscanini’s Ice Cream, and the Museum of 
Bad Art.

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

A Celebration in Europe
Two weeks after the ceremony, some of the new 
winners, and some past winners, took part in the 
European Ig Nobel Show, in Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands, at the Nemo Science Center.

Details, and Video
Further details about the 2015 Ig Nobel Prize 
ceremony, and video of the entire ceremony, are 
online at <http://www.improbable.com/ig/2015/>

Paper airplanes in flight. Photo: Mike Benveniste.

Nobel laureates (left to right) Dudley Herschbach, Eric Maskin, Carol 
Greider (launching a paper airplane), Frank Wilczek, and 2005 Ig Nobel 
Nutrition prize winner Dr. Yoshiro NakaMats. Photo: Alexey Eliseev.

Biologist Anne Madden, the Luxuriant 
Flowing Hair Club (LFHCfS)’s 2015 

Woman of the Year, takes a bow. 
Photo: Alexey Eliseev.




