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The features marked with a star (*) are based entirely on material taken straight  
IURP�VWDQGDUG�UHVHDUFK��DQG�RWKHU�2I¿FLDO�DQG�7KHUHIRUH�$OZD\V�&RUUHFW��OLWHUDWXUH�� 
Many of the other articles are genuine, too, but we don’t know which ones.

On the Front Cover

The upraised big 
toe—the Babinski 
sign—evident 
in a child, in a 
Renaissance painting. 
See page 11 and  
page 22.

On the Back Cover

$Q�XQLGHQWL¿HG�
man stands inside 
a spiracle on a lava 
¿HOG�QHDU�/D[DP\UL�
Iceland,1893.

Some Coming Events
The Covid-19 pandemic has introduced 
excitingly boundless uncertainty as to 
whether, when, where, and how various 
public activities will happen in the 
near future. In 2021 some will happen 
teledistantly. 

See IMPROBABLE.COM for details of  
these and other events:
September 9, 2021 

The 31st First Annual Ig Nobel Prize 
Ceremony and Webcast
September 10-November 3, 2021 

Ig Nobel Museum Exhibition,  
Fukuoka, Japan

September–November 2021 

Ig Informal Lectures [online]

October 19, 2021 

New York City, USA

January 14, 2022 

Arisia, Boston, USA

January 20, 2022 

Improbable Conversation series premiere 
(online)

Spring 2022 

2022 Ig Nobel Euro (and Brexitannia) Tour  
[if the pandemic allows]

 IFC May We Recommend: The Heightened Danger of Noodle Soup*
 
Special Section: Children
 8 Unusual Children*

 9 Children and Walking and Toes*

 12 What Children Dislike or Like*

 16 Children Chewing*

 18 Saliva, Snot and Sugar*

Improbable Research Reviews
 4 Improbable Research: Achievers, Elastics, Stool Gazers*

 6 Medical: Teeth, Hula-Hoops, Toad-Kissing*

 22 Babinski Sign and a History of Hammers*

 25 Icky Cutesy Research Review: Wolf and Leech*

 27  Ig® and Beyond: Compulsive Whistling, Maggots on Pizza*

News & Notes
 2  AIR Vents (letters from our readers):  

Impossible Events, March of Time

 21 Teachers’Guide

 26  Ig Nobel Limericks: Levitating Frogs, Incompetence  
Unawareness*

 29 Editorial Board

 29 Index of Special Issues

� ,%&� 8QFODVVL¿HG�$GV

The Improbable Research podcast is back!

https://www.improbable.com/ 
category/the-weekly-improbable-research-podcast/

Where !ere’s More
There’s always new improbable — it’s not what you expect! — stuff  

on the Improbable Research blog at IMPROBABLE.COM

http://www.improbable.com
http://www.improbable.com
https://www.improbable.com/category/the-weekly-improbable-research-podcast/
https://www.improbable.com/category/the-weekly-improbable-research-podcast/
http://www.improbable.com
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A quick amble through the research literature
compiled by Alice Shirrell Kaswell, Improbable Research sta!

Babies on a Treadmill
“Gait Transitions in Human Infants: Coping with Extremes of 
Treadmill Speed,” Erin V. Vasudevan , Susan K. Patrick, and 
Jaynie F. Yang, PLoS One, vol. 11, no. 2, 2016, p. e0148124. The 
authors, at Stony Brook University, Stony Brook, NY, and the 
University of Alberta, explain:

We monitored twenty-eight infants (7–12 months) stepping 
on a treadmill at speeds ranging between 0.06–2.36 m/s, and 
seventeen adults (22–47 years) walking or running at speeds 
spanning the walk-to-run transition. Six of the adults were 
tested with body weight support to mimic the conditions of 
infant stepping. We found that infants could accommodate a 
wide range of speeds by altering stride length and frequency, 
similar to adults. Moreover, as the treadmill speed increased, 
ZH�REVHUYHG�SHULRGV�RI�ÀLJKW�GXULQJ�ZKLFK�QHLWKHU�IRRW�ZDV�LQ�
JURXQG�FRQWDFW�LQ�LQIDQWV�DQG�LQ�DGXOWV��+RZHYHU��ZKLOH�DGXOWV�PRGL¿HG�RWKHU�
aspects of intralimb coordination and the mechanics of progression to transition 
to a running gait, infants did not make comparable changes.

Detail from the study “Gait Transitions 
in Human Infants: Coping with 
Extremes of Treadmill Speed.”

http://www.improbable.com


10  |  Annals of Improbable Research  |  September–October 2021  |  vol. 27, no. 5  |  improbable.com <    Contents    >

continued  >

C&'()*$" +") W+(,'"- +") T!$% [.!"#'"/$)]

Walking With Children
“Children Are Not Like Other Loads: 
A Cross-cultural Perspective on the 
,QÀXHQFH�RI�%XUGHQV�DQG�&RPSDQLRQVKLS�
on Human Walking,” Leah Bouterse 
DQG�&DUD�:DOO�6FKHIÀHU��PeerJ, 2018. 
(Thanks to John Barrera for bringing this 
to our attention.) The authors, at Seattle 
3DFL¿F�8QLYHUVLW\�DQG�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�
Washington, explain:

[T]he dynamics of how walkers 
adjust their speed in more varied 
groups and in groups containing 
children remains unexplored.... 
Here, we aim to determine how 
culture impacts the effects of 
group composition and infant-
carrying on walking speed... [W]
e examine walking behavior in 
the Northwestern United States 
and in Central Uganda. Using an 
observational method, we recorded  
the speed, load carriage, and group  
composition of pedestrians in a single naturalistic urban environment within 
each country. Our data suggest that children are treated fundamentally 
differently than other loads or the presence of walking partners, and that major 
speed adjustments are child-dependent. Our data furthermore indicate that 
Ugandans walk more slowly in groups than when alone, while Americans walk 
more quickly in groups.

Detail from the study “Children Are Not Like Other Loads: A Cross-cultural 
3HUVSHFWLYH�RQ�WKH�,QÀXHQFH�RI�%XUGHQV�DQG�&RPSDQLRQVKLS�RQ�+XPDQ�:DONLQJ�´

http://www.improbable.com
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Toes Up in Not Enough Painted Christ Childs?
“The Babinski Sign in Renaissance 
Paintings—A Reappraisal of the Toe 
Phenomenon in Representations of the 
Christ Child: Observational Analysis,” 
François Sella and Laurent Tatu, BMJ, 
vol. 371, 2020, m4556. The Babinski 
sign is a neurological response—the big 
toe swings upward—after somebody 
stimulates the sole of a person’s foot. In 
this study, the authors, at Hôpitaux Civils 
de Colmar, the University of Strasbourg, 
and the University of Franche-Comté, 
France, explain:

Study sample—302 Renaissance 
paintings (by 19 painters) depicting 
the Christ Child.

Main outcome measure—Babinski 
VLJQ��GH¿QHG�DV�D�KDOOX[�H[WHQVLRQ�
with an amplitude greater than 30°. 
The presence of foot sole stimulation 
was also noted.

Results—An unquestionable upgoing 
toe was apparent in 90 (30%) of the 
302 paintings.

Conclusions—Four main factors  
were noted in relation to the  
representation of the Babinski sign 
in paintings of the Christ Child: 
the physiological toe phenomenon 
in infants, the representation 
of the nudity of the Christ by 
painters during the 15th century 
to demonstrate the incarnation, 
Renaissance painters’ need for 
precise observation of anatomy, 
and the desire of some Rhenish 
and Flemish painters to depict very 
realistic details. Italian Renaissance 
painters, whether Mannerist or not, 
tended to idealise the beauty of 
human body, and they often did not 
reproduce the Babinski sign.

Detail from the study “The Babinski Sign in Renaissance Paintings—A Reappraisal of 
the Toe Phenomenon in Representations of the Christ Child: Observational Analysis.”

http://www.improbable.com

