
SC 205                                           TED TALKS 
 
What do bacterial sand architects, an inventor of human mobility devices, a 
global health expert, and a string theory physicist have in common?  All are 
found on the free internet website TED.com in the form of 10-20 minute TED 
(Technology, Entertainment, and Design) talks.  Four topics have been selected 
from these talks, each of which will be discussed and developed by OLLI Science 
Committee Members and selected guests. 
 
January 8:   Turning Dunes into Architecture – Magnus Larsson 
Magnus Larsson, an Architect and Writer, describes his project to stabilize sand 
dunes in order to prevent sand migration in African deserts, thereby saving 
agricultural land.  In this process, he can solidify the dune with the sand, adding 
bacteria with a source of urea, probably urine.  He also describes how the 
bacterial mixture can be applied in a way to create habitable areas in the 
stabilized dune. 
Supporting Presenters: 
Max D. Lechtman, Ph. D., Professor Emeritus, Microbiology, will discuss the 
biology and chemistry presented in the video.   
Steven Florman, Architect and General Contractor specializing in sustainable 
building and living practices, will discuss the relative merits of Larsson’s plan and 
other architectural applications of the process. 
Gary Oberts, Geologist (retired), will discuss potential geological applications 
such as stabilization of sandy sub-surface soils to minimize earthquake damage, 
erosion control, and beach stabilization under rising sea levels and also related 
research from UC Davis. 
 
January 15:  A New Prosthetic Arm – Dean Kamen 
American inventor Dean Kamen, a college dropout with more than 150 patents, 
currently sponsors robotics Lego competitions for youths, but is most famous for 
inventing the Segway scooter.  In this TED Talk, Kamen describes a new 
prosthetic arm for maimed soldiers.   
Supporting Presenters: 
Vern Roohk, an OLLI Science Committee Member, will host this session 
focusing on Kamen’s contributions to robotics and medicine, including portable 
infusion and dialysis devices as well as cardiovascular stents.  He has invited a 
disabled veteran to promote discussion of prosthetics and help answer 
questions. 
 

January 22:   Superstring Theory – Brian Greene 
 The Magic Washing Machine – Hans Rosling 

   No More Boring Data – Hans Rosling 
Brian Greene, Professor of Physics and Mathematics, Columbia University, will 
present a talk on Superstring Theory. 
Hans Rosling, a global health expert and statistician from Sweden’s Karolinska 
Institute, will be seen in two presentations.  In the first he makes the case for the 



washing machine as the greatest invention of the Industrial Revolution as 
economic growth and electricity turn a boring wash day into an intellectual day of 
reading.  In the second he demonstrates new and interesting ways to present 
data as he describes time-dependent data as if calling a horse race. 
Supporting Presenters: 
Vern Roohk, an OLLI Science Committee Member, will host this session 
providing background information on Brian Greene and Hans Rosling and will 
lead a Q&A session after each presentation. 
Dennis Silverman, UCI Physics and Astronomy Professor (retired), will help to 
answer questions on Brian Greene’s talk. 
 
 
 

 


