
Faculty Research Awards Spring 2016 
 
The following faculty members received funding awards in spring 2016 through the college’s 
Faculty Research Award Program (FRAP), which supports the research activities of all regular 
full- and part-time tenured and tenure-track Amherst College faculty members.  Since 2000, 
FRAP has been endowed by the H. Axel Schupf ’57 Fund for Intellectual Life. 
 
SMALL GRANT AWARDS 
Small grants are for $6,000 or less.  
 
Professor John-Paul Baird 
Department of Psychology 
 
Title: Optogenetic Methods in the Analysis feeding behavior 
 
Professor Baird’s project will begin to implement optogenetic methods in the analysis of food 

intake control circuits in the brain of rats. Using modern transgenic techniques, retinal 
photoreceptors will be selectively implanted in neurons within brain circuits implicated in food 
intake. Professor Baird will then activate and inhibit these circuits using laser light in a 
controlled fashion in order to determine the specific contributions of the targeted circuits to 
food intake control, to determine whether specific circuits contribute to taste palatability or gut 
feedback. The new technique will allow much more precise manipulation of the brain circuits 
than previously possible through standard pharmacological approaches. 
 
Professor Deborah Gewertz 
Department of Anthropology 
 
Title: What is an Endangered Species Worth?  
 
Professor Gewertz proposes an ethnographic examination of what nature is worth when it has 
negative “use value”—when its conservation entails considerable human inconvenience if not 
economic loss.  In particular, she will investigate the controversies, including those within 
science, surrounding the federally mandated protection of endangered species. Professor 
Gewertz’s primary interest is in the endangered pallid sturgeon, whose conservation directly 
affects the human uses of the Missouri River:  the network of hydroelectric dams, recreational 
impoundments, irrigation diversions, and barge channels. 
 
Professor Heidi Gilpin 
Department of German 
 
Title: Architectures of Disappearance 
 

Professor Gilpin will pursue research toward the completion of the last section of her book 
entitled Architectures of Disappearance, contracted for publication with The MIT Press. In this 
study of compositional strategies used in making and interpreting work in the fields of 
performance, architecture, and electronic art, Gilpin draws on material and approaches from 
philosophy, cultural theory, and European movement performance to explore contexts in 
which movement is difficult to enact. She will study architectural and electronic art works 
installed in various indoor and outdoor spaces in Italy, Germany, and Switzerland, including 
Christo's "Floating Piers" project on Lake Iseo, Italy in the summer of 2016. 
 
Professor Andrew Poe 
Department of Political Science 
 
Title: Book Workshop: A Genealogy of Political Enthusiasm 



 
Professor Poe’s funding will support a book workshop on his manuscript: “A Genealogy of 
Political Enthusiasm.” He has invited senior and mid-career scholars, with research expertise 
in democratic theory, to serve as responders to chapters of the draft manuscript. In his 
manuscript, Professor Poe examines the concept of political enthusiasm, and how the 
phenomenon of enthusiasm operates in modern politics. By political enthusiasm, he means 
the affect of extreme conviction, and the political force of that conviction, as it manifests itself 
in changing normative structures. While enthusiasm was once thought to be a fundamental 
political danger—associated with delusion, religious self-possession, superstition, and 
immanent modes of irrationality—more recent articulations offer contradictory portrayals. This 
workshop will be an important opportunity to receive critical feedback from other theorists who 
are central to the debates Poe aims to engage, including political affect, political theologies, 
fanaticism, publicity, and the limits of democratic rationalities. He plans to submit his 
manuscript to publishers later this spring.  
 
 

Professor Christopher van den Berg 
Department of Classics 
 
Title: Empire of Eloquence 
 
In the summer 2016, Professor van den Berg will attend two programs in Rome. He will be at 
the Paideia Institute's Living Latin Program (spoken Latin immersion) to research the oral 
delivery of court and public speeches and the physical spaces for the delivery of speeches in 
the Roman Empire.  Professor van den Berg will also attend the epigraphy (Latin inscriptions) 
workshop of the American Academy at Rome, participating in intensive hands-on training in 
the conventions of Latin epigraphy.  Both programs will support research for his next book 
project, “Empire of Eloquence” (Johns Hopkins University Press), which is a study of the 
rhetoric and oratory of the Roman Empire. 
 
 
LARGE GRANT AWARDS 
Large grants are for more than $6,000 and up to $30,000. 
 
Professor Tekla Harms 
Department of Geology 
 
Title: Critical Geochronological Analyses of Metasupracrustal Rocks in the Ruby Range, 
Southwest Montana 
 
Professor Harms’s proposed research is an integrated program of geochronology that brings to 
bear the most appropriate methods and instruments to date a suite of Precambrian 
metasupracrustal rocks in the Ruby Range of southwest Montana.  The metasupracrustal 
rocks of the Ruby Range lie within the 1.8-1.7 Ga Big Sky orogen but may also hold evidence 
of a less well-defined domain of metamorphism and tectonism at 2.45 Ga.  Both events are 
critical stages in the amalgamation and consolidation of the basement core of the North 
American continent. 
 
Professor Ron Rosbottom 
Department of French and European Studies 
 
Title: Blind Resistance 
 
“Blind Resistance” will be a book that examines the role of French adolescents in the 
resistance against German occupation during World War II. Research has already shown that 



a majority of those who resisted from the beginning were high school (even middle school), and 
university youngsters, male and female.  Professor Rosbottom intends to find out why that was 
so, what impelled them to jump early into a complex military situation, and what the results 
were.  He will travel to several archives in Europe and the United States, interview a few 
surviving participants, and examine police files, among others, to understand how the 
Germans reacted to these youthful exploits, and how the rest of the French did as well. 
 
 
Professor Joe Trapani 
Department of Biology 
 
Title: Intensity Encoding in the Lateral Line of Larval Zebrafish 
 
The process by which the auditory system encodes low-frequency sounds such as those 
produced by the human voice and a grand piano is not entirely understood. Professor Joe 
Trapani’s long-term goal is to determine how sensory receptors called hair cells encode 

stimulus features into representative sequences of electrical activity in afferent neurons in the 
human ear. The overall objective of this proposal is to examine sensory encoding in the lateral 
line system of larval zebrafish. Specifically, the central hypothesis of this proposal is that 
lateral-line hair cells encode stimulus intensity and duration within the parameters of the 
afferent electrical activity. Professor Trapani’s proposal utilizes an in vivo electrophysiology 
approach to record electrical activity from single afferent neurons in the lateral line of intact 
larval zebrafish. Preliminary experiments on wild-type larvae during mechanical stimulation of 
hair cells indicate that there is a relationship between low frequency stimulus features and 
neuronal activity parameters. Given the importance of low frequency auditory information for 
human perception, and that hair cells are remarkably conserved across vertebrates, Professor 
Trapani’s findings will be significant for understanding auditory perception. By increasing 
knowledge of auditory encoding, his work will also have a positive impact on the treatment of 
deafness and communication disorders, including the development of cochlear implants that 
must reliably encode low-frequency information. 
 
 
 


