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Mixed Signals
Call attracts mates, predators.

If You Hate Opera, Try These
S T E V E  S W A Y N E  |  M U S I C  P R O F E S S O R

“Operas tell our stories,” says Swayne. “They represent how we live in the world and how we 
deal with hatred, love, war and adversity.” As part of Dartmouth’s collaboration with the online 
learning platform edX, Swayne has taught introductory courses on Italian and German opera. 
He emphasizes that the art form is accessible to anyone, regardless of musical background: 
“Directors are keen on speaking to contemporary audiences with visual gestures that resonate 
with us today, while retaining the fantastic music.” Swayne recommends the following operas 
for their universal appeal.						      —Jessica Fedin ’17
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“They may not know 
they know it, but 
most people know a 
lot of the music from 
Carmen already. It 
has appeared in so 
many commercials and 
television shows that 
you will be surprised 
when you recognize the 
music. It’s extremely 
fast-moving, very 
engaging, tragic and, 
ultimately, incredibly 
moving. The opera is 
set in Seville and the 
music has a Spanish 
tinge that is erotic, 
exotic and narcotic. The 
music is just incredibly 
seductive.”

LA BOHÈME 
PUCCINI

“La Bohème premiered 
in 1896. Exactly 100 
years later another 
piece of theater comes 
out that tells the same 
story—Rent—which 
speaks to its durabil-
ity and continued 
relevance. The story 
explores love at first 
sight, the challenges 
of staying in love and 
what it means to lose 
someone. It’s a beauti-
ful and heart-breaking 
opera, but also comical 
in some parts. Puccini 
is a master. One is sure 
to come away quite 
engaged.” 

DIE FRAU OHNE 
SCHATTEN
RICHARD STRAUSS

“One of my personal 
favorites, this opera is 
a heady mix of meta-
physical conceptions 
as well as more down-
to-earth interactions. 
Translated as The 
Woman Without a 
Shadow, this WW I-era 
opera uses the shadow 
as a weighty metaphor 
in a dramatic interplay 
between the super-
natural and natural 
worlds. I drop anything 
I’m doing if it’s playing 
nearby. Die Frau ohne 
Schatten may not 
immediately grab you, 
but it will stay with you 
for a long time.”

THE MARRIAGE OF 
FIGARO
MOZART

“This comedic opera is 
brimming with so much 
beauty and funny mo-
ments. It’s about one 
couple wanting to be 
married, a guy trying 
to seduce the bride 
and the guy’s wife 
distressed by her hus-
band’s philandering. 
At the end of the day 
this opera is all about 
forgiveness, as the wife 
finds it in her heart to 
forgive her husband. 
It’s an engaging story, 
a fantastic score and in 
many respects one of 
the foundations of this 
thing that I love called 
opera.”

>>> “Katydids are the potato chips 
of the rainforest,” says Laurel Symes, 
Adv’13, Neukom Fellow for compu-
tational interdisciplinary research. 
That’s because the ultrasonic mating 
calls of male katydids in Panama 
not only attract the attention of 
females, they’re also a clarion call to 
hungry bats. Together with Hannah 
ter Hofstede, assistant professor of 
biological sciences, Symes investi-
gated how katydids successfully find 
mates while avoiding predators in 
the dense rainforest soundscape. The 
researchers spent weeks recording the 
ultrasonic chatter of the forest canopy 
using specially designed microphones, 
then slowed the recordings down to a 
frequency detectable by human ears 
for analysis. Their findings, published 
in Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiol-
ogy, show that katydids have adapted 
a number of strategies to avoid preda-
tors, including calling less frequently 
during the night, going completely 
silent when a bat is near, or continu-
ing to call from a safe location hidden 
beneath the leaves.

Eye to Eye
Pupils show engagement.

>>>  Pupil-dilation patterns may 
indicate the level of engagement 
between speakers and listeners, ac-
cording to new research led by Thalia 
Wheatley, associate professor of 
psychological and brain sciences and 
principal investigator of the Dartmouth 
Social Intelligence Laboratory. Using 
infrared technology to track the eyes 
of listeners, Wheatley’s team found 
that collective pupillary synchrony was 
greatest during the emotional peaks of 
a speaker’s narrative. The study sug-
gests that highly expressive individuals 
are more likely to keep an audiences’ 
attention. “ ‘The eyes are the window 
to the soul’ is an ancient saying sup-
ported by many scientific studies 
linking pupil dilation and eye gaze to 
mental states such as attention and 
intention,” says Wheatley. “Here we 
show that the eyes not only reveal the 
inner workings of one mind, but reveal 
when two minds connect.” The team’s 
findings are published in the Journal of 
Experimental Psychology.
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Percentage of college 
freshmen nationwide 
who say they spend 
at least six hours per 
week on social media
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Mario Lanza
belts out an
aria in the 1950s.
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“In general, we’re performing where we would 
expect. We’re performing along the lines of 
other endowments that are of the same size 

and same breadth as Dartmouth.”
—CFO Michael Wagner on the endowment’s modest negative returns in fiscal 2016
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