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his fourth-year undergrads have created 
human-powered LED projectors to use in 
classrooms that lack electricity; backpack 
vaccine coolers; battery-less MP3 players; 
and lifts to help the elderly into and out 
of swimming pools.

Wallace is quick to point out that the 
Death Ray has many socially beneficial 
applications for things other than roast-
ing people. “There’s a very funny website 
that we link to; somebody had some trees 
that were too tall, so he used mirrors to 
burn the tops off. You could use mirrors to 
boil water and generate electricity, or on 
a small scale, to create steam and pump 
water.” This application is actually in use 
in rural Lesotho, Wallace adds. 

But like any WMD, the Death Ray is ca-
pable of wreaking great evil in the wrong 
hands. “The Death Ray is an impracti-
cal way of solving disputes. We’re not 
encouraging students to burn buildings, 
people or objects. Don’t do that,” says Wal-
lace. (Disclosure: Wallace has been known 
to construct hot air balloons out of pie 
plates, Sterno cans and dry cleaner bags. 
Don’t do that at home, either.) 

Potential Death Ray uses on campus 
abound. For instance, as an incentive to 
keep bodies on the campus disco dance 
floor moving, or incinerating cross-town 
rival Harvard. (Unfortunately, thanks to 
air pollution, the latter would present 

insurmountable technical challenges.)
Perhaps the most amazing thing 

about the Death Ray isn’t its awesome 
power, but the attention it’s grabbed. 
The day after the Death Ray was dem-
onstrated in action, Make magazine 
was talking to Wallace and his TA, Barry 
Kudrowitz, about Kudrowitz’s spectacu-
lar collection of chindogu, or failed yet 
brilliant inventions (Kudrowitz won 
MIT’s Unuseless competition last year 
with his renowned “Catsup Crapper”). 
After the topic of the Death Ray came up, 
Make passed the scoop on to BoingBo-
ing.net, whose posting spread the news 
virally, crashing an MIT web server. The 
day before our interview, Wallace and 

his class met with a writer from the New 
York Times’ Science Tuesday. The day 
after, they were Slashdotted. 

“You do 10 years of research on 
some stuff that’s fairly significant, and 
what attracts attention is this one-
hour exercise. It’s very hard to know 
what people notice.”

As for the morbid moniker, Wallace 
quickly shot down changing the Death 
Ray’s name to the Happy Ray. “It sure 
makes up happy. The Death Ray has an 
ominous tone to it, but if it was called 
the Happy Ray, would you be doing this 
interview right now?”

“The Death Ray is an impractical way of solving 
disputes. We’re not encouraging students to burn 
buildings, people or objects. Don’t do that.”

DAVID WALLACE  from >> 13
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