
WEATHER, p. 2

SECTIONS

MIT’s Oldest and 
Largest Newspaper

thetech.com

Volume 146, Number 5	 � Thursday, April 2, 2026

ENERGY TALKS
The complexities and 
benefits of renewable 
energy. SCIENCE, p. 8

RESEARCHING      
FUNGUS
More on the President of 
the Postdoctoral Associa-
tion SCIENCE, p. 7

’DAUGHTERS DOCUMENTARY’
The heartbreaking story of incarcerated 
fathers. ARTS, p. 4

NELSONS LEAVES BSO
BSO conductor to leave in 2027 after 
over a decade. ARTS, p. 5

NEW UA ELECTS
2026-2027 UA election 
results announced after 
a contentious season. 
NEWS, p. 1

News����������������������1
Arts������������������������3
Science������������������7

By Jada Ogueh, Grace Zhang
EDITORS

On Sunday, March 22, at 6:15 
p.m., the Undergraduate Associa-
tion (UA) Election Commission 
announced that Mariam Abdel-
barr ’27 and Francesca Garfi ’29 
will serve as the 2026–2027 UA 
President and Vice President, 
respectively.

In the email, the Election Com-
mission also released the full elec-
tion results. 1,688 undergraduates 
voted, comprising 37.2% of the 
total undergraduate population 
— an increase from the previous 
year’s 30.0%. Students also voted 
for class council representatives 
for the Classes of 2027, 2028, 2029.

In the presidential and vice pre-
sidential election, Abdelbarr and 
Garfi were the first choice on 790 
ballots; in the final round of coun-
ting, they finished with 981 votes, 
which represents 58.1% of the to-
tal. Runners-up Rivka Lipkovitz 
’29 and Anthony Donegan ’28 were 
the first choice preference on 547 
ballots and received 636 votes ove-
rall. Finally, candidates Johnnie 
Jones VI ’27 and Matthew Barnett 
’27 received 322 first-choice votes 
before being eliminated in the fi-
nal round. 

A distinctly controversial 
election

Due to heated discussion about 
student governance leading up to 
the election, this year’s UA Pre-
sidential and Vice Presidential 
election was significantly more 
contested than usual.

On Feb. 21, a dormspam email 
sent by Donegan — who was not 
yet a candidate — prompted nume-
rous conversations about the size 
of the UA’s budget, its governance 
structure, and line item budgeting. 
In response, the UA sent out an of-
ficial statement addressing points 
of conflict; UA President Alice Hall 
’26 also sat down with The Tech to 
discuss these issues.

While Donegan stated he did 
not initially plan to run for office 
in his initial dormspam thread, he 
officially joined Lipkovitz’s ballot 
as her Vice Presidential candidate 
two days after the email, accor-
ding to a report by the Election 
Commission. 

From there, tensions between 
the Lipkovitz-Donegan ticket and 
the Election Commission persisted 

from the beginning of campai-
gning until polls closed. On March 
7, three days after the official UA 
Election season had begun, the 
Election Commission sanctioned 
the Lipkovitz-Donegan ticket, pre-
venting them from campaigning 
due to an “unfair advantage from 
pre-campaign activity.”

After Donegan publicized the 
initial sanction, the Election Com-
mission escalated the penalty 
to disqualification on March 12, 
prompting widespread backlash. 
The Lipkovitz-Donegan ticket ap-
pealed the Election Commission’s 
decision to the UA Judicial Board, 
and the UA presidential debate, 
originally scheduled for March 13, 
was delayed pending a decision.

Ultimately, the Lipkovitz-Do-
negan ticket was allowed to parti-
cipate in the rescheduled debate 
on March 16, and the Judicial 
Board upheld their appeal on 
March 17, just two hours before vo-
ting opened.

Candidate responses
In a statement to The Tech, 

Abdelbarr expressed enthusiasm 
about stepping into her new posi-
tion despite the turbulent election 
season.

“We are so excited to step into 
this role, begin onboarding, and 
align in a way that brings about 
the student government students 
want to see,” Abdelbarr wrote. “We 
are also so grateful that more of 
the student body is interested in 
and engaged with what the UA is 
doing and what we plan to do in 
the future.”

Abdelbarr and Garfi ran on a 
platform of increased transparen-
cy, improved access to food, and 
ensuring the safety of all MIT com-
munity members, especially “in-
ternational and marginalized stu-
dents.” Abdelbarr also promised 
stability and concrete results, ci-
ting her prior experience as the 
2025–2026 UA Vice President. 

Despite the loss, Donegan re-
mains firm in his resolve to effect 
change in the UA. He will conti-
nue serving as a UA Council voting 
member to “advocate for a more 
efficient and transparent student 
government.”

“My dormspam and campaign 
brought attention to the lack of 
transparency and fiscal responsi-
bility in our student government. 
I believe my actions have already 
created positive and lasting 
change, and I am glad I had the 
opportunity to stand up for my be-
liefs,” Donegan stated.

Jones expressed reservations 
about whether the “fundamental 
issues” with the UA would be resol-
ved with Abdelbarr’s presidency.

“Based on the lack of a clear 
list of priorities … and the com-
mitment in her postering to many 
of the same policies that earned 
the UA a reputation for frivolous 
spending, I have my doubts,” Jones 
wrote. Moving forward, Jones plans 
to work with Abdelbarr to address 
important issues on campus.

Community responses
Former Election Commission 

member Ananth Venkatesh ‘28 

called Abdelbarr and Garfi’s vic-
tory “well deserved.” However, he 
was “very disappointed” by the 
Election Commission’s decisions 
to remove the Lipkovitz-Donegan 
ticket from the ballot and appeal 
the UA Judicial Board decision.

Venkatesh also raised various 
concerns about the UA’s current 
election structure. According to 
him, signature requirements for 
candidates burden opposition 
candidates and “greatly favor” 
the incumbent, leading to many 
one-candidate elections. In addi-
tion, Venkatesh worries that the 
current voting system is vulne-
rable to spoilers and vote splitting 
effects.

He lauded the unique compe-
titiveness of this year’s election, 
explaining how it pushed can-
didates’ platforms to “reflect an 
influx of new ideas from the stu-
dent body and candidates around 
them.” Finally, Venkatesh looks 
forward to seeing the UA admi-
nistration increase funding for 
student groups and participatory 
budgeting, as well as expand di-
ning opinions and “other forms of 
direct democracy.”

Hall, the outgoing UA Pre-
sident, was happy to see increased 
engagement this election cycle, 
but criticized how “conversa-
tions went from productive to 
destructive.” 

“Everyone at this school is spe-
cial and has something unique to 
offer,” Hall wrote as parting advice 
to the MIT community. “Even if at 
first, it seems that you do not see 
eye to eye, be patient and try to 
understand one another because 
when we work as a team, we can 
do incredible things at MIT and 
beyond.”

Abdelbarr, Garfi win 2026-2027 UA election
This year’s election was significantly more contested than usual

PHOTO COURTESY OF FERNANDA GUERRERO 

Mariam Abdelbarr '27 (left) and Francesca Garfi '29 (right) have been elected the 2026–2027 UA President 
and Vice President.

04/02 IN SHORT
Campus Preview Weekend 
begins on Thursday, April 16 
and ends on Sunday, April 19.

Patriots’ Day Holiday is on 
Monday, April 20.

Drop Date is on Tuesday, April 
21. 

Interested in joining The 
Tech? Email tt-join@mit.edu 

Send news and tips to tt-tips@
mit.edu 

FRI: 60°f | 56°f
Cloudy.

SAT: 56°f | 38°f
Cloudy.

SUN: 60°f | 41°f
Rain.

GRACE ZHANG—THE TECH 

Timeline of the 2026 UA presidential election, including key events, 
candidacy updates, and the election schedule.
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56ºF 38º 
13ºC | 3ºC

Wind Speed: 10–15 mph.
Gusts:  30 mph.
Direction: E.

Wind Speed: 15–20 mph.
Gusts:  40 mph.
Direction: SW.

60ºF 41º 
16ºC | 5ºC

Sunday
Rain.

Saturday
Mostly cloudy.

Friday
Mostly cloudy.

60ºF 56º 
16ºC | 13ºC

Wind Speed: 10–15 mph.
Gusts:  35 mph.
Direction: SW.

Wind Speed: 5–10 mph.
Gusts:  20 mph.
Direction: E.

38ºF   
3°C

Tonight
Rain.

Today
Rain.

39ºF 
4°C

Wind Speed: 10–15 mph.
Gusts:  30 mph.
Direction: NE.

Unsettled weather 
continues, more cold 
next week

By Conrad Straden 
CHIEF METEOROLOGIST

A slew of low pressure sys-
tems will continue to parade 
across the country this week, 
bringing more rain this morning, 
Friday morning, and on Sunday. 
Today, rain will wrap up by mid-
day but it will stay cloudy. Tem-
peratures will hover in the upper 
30s because of strong northeast 
winds coming onshore from the 
cold ocean. Water temperatures 
in Boston harbor are around 
40°F, making this the culprit for 
the miserable weather. In fact, 
on Wednesday, we experienced 
a classic “backdoor” front, where 
the temperature went from the 
low 70s to upper 40s in less than 
an hour. What happened was 
that a cold front moved from east 
to west (opposite of normal) as 
an easterly wind pushed inland, 

bringing with it a 26°F tempera-
ture drop. This is why you can 
never be prepared for what Bos-
ton weather might throw at you.

There will be some more 
light rain overnight tonight, but 
Friday will stay mostly dry. A 
southwesterly flow will return on 
Friday, bringing warmer air from 
inland with a high approaching 
60°F. It will stay warm on Satur-
day; the sun may even come out 
briefly. On Sunday, the rain will 
return with the potential for a 
line of thunderstorms mid-day.

Looking ahead into next 
week, we will enter a more sta-
ble pattern dominated by high 
pressure. This means sunshine, 
but cold will also return for the 
middle of next week. This year, 
winter will simply not let go, so 
we will continue to be stuck in 
this limbo of too warm for snow 
but too cold for nice weather.
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By Rex Reventar

From March 20 to 29, the Boston Lyric 
Opera (BLO) delivered Gustav Mahler’s 
Das Lied von der Erde, or the Song of the 
Earth, in chamber arrangement by Arnold 
Schoenberg. This was no conventional 
performance of the Song of the Earth; the 
work has been reimagined to concentrate 
the themes of tragedy that have remained 
largely latent in other renditions. 

This work inaugurates the BLO’s newly 
renovated Opera + Community Studios, a 
smaller and more intimate hall that seats 
just 250 concertgoers. Featuring exposed 
brick walls and visible circuitry, the the-
ater has a certain millennial charm but still 
serves as an excellent performance space. 
In such a small hall, the audience enjoys 
the privilege of experiencing the actors up 
close with all their microexpressions and 
slight movements, though this intimacy 
sets a bound on the maximum size of the 
pit orchestra.

Mahler finished this composition in 
1908, only three years before his death 
at the age of 50; it was never performed 
in his lifetime, premiering six months af-
ter his death. Along with his later works, 
the orchestral piece exists in the context 
of his personal tragedies of 1907, when 
he was forced to resign as director of the 
Vienna Court Opera, experienced his el-
dest daughter’s death from scarlet fever 
and diphtheria, and was diagnosed with 
a cardiac valvular defect that would later 
take his life. Yet the music itself speaks 
to both death and life. Though the outer 

movements deal directly with death (fa-
mously, the quote “dark is life, is death” 
repeats through the first movement, each 
time a semitone higher), the inner move-
ments present visions of life, be it spent 
with friends, in reflection, or in drinking. 
Indeed, Mahler himself wrote in a letter in 
1909, two years after his annus horribilis: 
“...I am thirstier for life, and I find the ‘habit 
of living’ sweeter than ever.”

The BLO brings out these themes by 
introducing three characters: the Poet 
(Brandon Jovanovich), the Lover (Raehann 
Bryce-Davis), and the Mother (Ellen Lau-
ren). The Poet and the Lover both present 
singing parts, while the Mother presents 
various lightly-accompanied declama-
tions at the start and between movements. 
Though the three inhabit the space of a 
single Victorian room, they never truly in-
teract with one another; the synopsis sug-
gests that the three “exist in different tem-
poral states, their lives overlapping without 
fully touching.” In them, we see three differ-
ent narrative arcs in response to grief. The 
mother, through immense difficulty, moves 
on. Meanwhile, the lover goes mad, and 
the poet, after drinking wildly, is implied to 
have committed suicide.

Story-wise, the Mother’s narrative arc 
is well-highlighted throughout the work 
as she copes with the loss of her daughter. 
In a sense, the Mother is the projection of 
Mahler, with the songs variously illustrat-
ing, complementing, taunting, or refuting 
her current psychological state. She begins 
totally shattered, able only to count individ-
ual seconds. But as the work progresses, she 
forces herself forward, day by day, until she 
is able to compromise with the grief within 
her and move on by the end, in one way or 
another. Lauren brings out her part beauti-
fully; her skin is positively pallid in the work 
and hangs from its bony frame, each mo-
tion belabored by the grief her character 
carries. At times, these declamations can 
feel rather on the nose, referencing writers 
like Austen and Perkins Gilman and think-
ers like Turner, Nietzsche, and Freud; nev-
ertheless, they are delivered superbly, and 
only become more and more excellent as 
the story progresses. When not speaking, 
her acting goes along well with the songs of 
the others, illustrating her own path from 
darkness into grey light.

The two other actors get their own time 
in the spotlight as the songs unfold. Jova-

novich is certainly able to hold his own; 
he is more than capable of executing the 
jumpy half-dances of “Von der Jugend” (Of 
Youth) while very convincingly acting the 
part of a drunkard in the opening and in 
“Der Trunkene im Frühling” (The Drunk-
ard in Spring). Yet, the highlight by far was 
Bryce-Davis. Through the entire work, she 
was able to maintain character as the Lover. 
Her acting supports not only her own emo-
tional narrative but also that of the other 
members of the cast. In particular, her mi-
croexpressions were very precise, bringing 
out grief and sorrow both exposed and hid-
den in songs like “Der Einsame im Herbst” 
(The Lonely One in Autumn) and “Von der 
Schönheit” (Of Beauty), respectively. And 
as the three stories reach their climax in 
the finale — “Der Abschied” (The Farewell) 
— she is able to hold together the disparate 
narrative threads, as she ascends to an al-
most narrator-like perspective and goes 
mad.

If there was anything wanting though, 
it most likely lay in the accompaniment. 
Without a doubt, David Angus as conductor 
and the entire chamber orchestra should 
be congratulated for their efforts; the winds 
were especially superb, bringing out their 
soli incredibly well and adding to the eeri-
ness and liminality of the whole work. Cer-
tainly, the leaner movements such as “Von 
der Jugend” and “Von der Schönheit” gained 
an almost Ravelian or Boulezian quality, 
with Angus’s taut conducting bringing out 
the uncanny and clashing side of the mu-
sic. However, the extremely spare strings 
(one to a part) and brass (a single horn in 
F) occasionally struggled; for example, the 
grand fanfare after the first declamation is 
produced by a single French horn, inad-
equately supported by the five strings. It is 
fortunate that the work lends itself well to 
such transparency; however, even a single 
extra string to a part might have hidden the 
occasional seam and further supported the 
excellent singing.

Overall, the BLO has successfully rei-
magined Das Lied von der Erde, making 
salient the more philosophical and emo-
tional undertones that lie within the work. 
I look forward to future performances in 
the BLO’s Opera + Community Studios as 
an opportunity to bring out the more per-
sonal side of opera, with an opportunity for 
entirely new timbres and textures in service 
of further expression.

PHOTO COURTESY OF NILE SCOTT STUDIOS

Raehann Bryce-Davis (left) as The Lover and Ellen Lauren (right) as The Mother in Boston Lyric Opera's performance of ‘Song of 
the Earth’ in March 2026.

Gustav Mahler’s Das 
Lied von der Erde, arr. 
Arnold Schoenberg
Boston Lyric Opera

Conducted by David 
Angus

Opera + Community 
Studios

March 20–29, 2026

The BLO’s ’Das Lied von der Erde’: immense tragedy 
in slim form
A reimagined performance of Mahler’s symphony inaugurates the BLO’s new 
performance space
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By Rebecca Showalter Enamorado

Two years after the success of her first 
novel, A Most Agreeable Murder, Julia Seales 
has written a sequel titled A Terribly Nasty 
Business. In her new novel, Seales takes her 
beloved characters on a new adventure in 
another delightful satire combining Jane 
Austen’s romance and Agatha Christie’s de-
tective fiction.

In A Most Agreeable Murder, readers 
follow Beatrice Steel, a young woman try-
ing to navigate the rules and expectations 

of Regency-era England while hiding her 
obsession with true crime. Beatrice would 
rather solve a murder mystery than embroi-
der, much to the despair of her mother. But 
when an eligible bachelor unexpectedly 
drops dead at a ball, Beatrice finally gets an 
opportunity to fulfill her dream of solving a 
murder. 

Thus begins Beatrice’s first murder inves-
tigation, where she comes up against ladies 
with suspiciously good scone-making abili-
ties, gentlemen who would stoop to crime 
before doing something so degrading as get-

ting an actual job, and the occasional ghost. 
Meanwhile, Beatrice must come to terms 
with who she truly is and figure out a way to 
reveal her passion for murder investigations 
without forever being ostracized from soci-
ety for being a morbid creep. 

After the events of Seales’s debut novel, 
Beatrice and her fellow detective Vivek 
Drake move to London in A Terribly Nasty 
Business to open a private investigation 
agency. Unfortunately, Drake’s former part-

★★★★☆

A Terribly Nasty 
Business
Julia Seales

Random House

June 24, 2025

By Vivian Hir
SENIOR EDITOR

On Friday, March 27, WBUR CitySpace 
hosted a screening and discussion of Daugh-
ters, an award-winning 2024 documentary 
about four girls ages 5–15 who prepare for 
a special father-daughter dance with their 
incarcerated fathers in a Washington, D.C. 
jail. To attend the dance, the fathers must 
complete a 10-week fatherhood program 
in which they reflect upon family, relation-
ships, and incarceration. The event began 
with a 34-minute screening of the film, fol-
lowed by a discussion with directors Angela 
Patton and Natalie Rae moderated by WBUR 
reporter Simón Rios. 

Angela Patton is the founder of Camp 
Diva Leadership Academy and the CEO of 
Girls for a Change, a nonprofit that aims 
to empower and prepare Black girls for the 
world. In 2012, Patton gave a TEDxWomen 
talk about organizing a father-daughter 
dance in a jail in Richmond, Virginia, which 
has gained around a million views. Nata-
lie Rae is a film director from Canada who 
has directed commercial campaigns, global 
PSAs, and music videos. Daughters is her de-
but feature documentary. 

A heartbreaking film 
Daughters opens with a montage of 

black and white shots of the father-daughter 
dance. The background sound starts with 
key quotes from Patton’s TED talk, which 
then transitions to contemporary instru-
mental music that is bittersweet and sen-
timental. A particularly touching scene is 
when a crying girl tightly hugs her father, re-
flecting the emotional toll of a father’s sepa-
ration from his daughter. 

After the introduction, the film shares 
intimate interviews that focus on the lives of 
four girls: Aubrey (age 5), Santana (age 10), 
Ja’Ana (age 11), and Raziah (age 15). What 
makes Daughters special is that these inter-
views are not driven by a clear topic or list 
of questions from the directors. Instead, the 
girls share their thoughts and feelings about 
their father’s incarceration, ranging from 
Aubrey’s kind and lighthearted remarks 
about her dad to Santana’s palpable anger at 
her dad for his past crimes. 

By presenting individuals from varied 
backgrounds and ages, the film does an ex-
cellent job conveying the emotional weight 
and complex feelings that come with pa-

rental incarceration. The intimate, close-up 
shots of the girls make their emotions and 
pain feel visceral for the audience, such as 
Santana’s feelings of hurt and shame.

Besides the girls, the film also provides a 
nuanced glimpse into the difficult emotions 
that the fathers experience when they partici-
pate in group discussions about fatherhood, 
which are facilitated by a counselor. From 
these reflective discussions, many of the fa-
thers opened up and became vulnerable, ex-
pressing regret for not being present for their 
daughters and being in jail. Some shared that 
they haven’t even seen their daughter in real 
life. These scenes not only helped to human-
ize the fathers, but also cultivated empathy 
for them despite their history. 

The story behind Daughters 
Daughters came to fruition because of 

Rae’s interest in collaborating with Patton 
on a documentary about the father-daugh-
ter dance after Rae was deeply inspired 
by Patton’s TED talk. Because she grew up 
with a father who wasn’t very present, Rae 
was moved to tears when Patton said, “Our 
fathers are our mirrors that we reflect back 
on when we decide what type of man we 
deserve.” Patton’s talk motivated Rae to ad-

dress the issue of daughters with absent 
fathers, as she believes that this problem is 
related to gender equality. 

“We really like to fight as young women 
and we are trying to be equal and do all these 
things,” Rae said. “But maybe a part we tend 
to overlook is the relationship with our dads.” 

Although Patton received many emails 
from journalists and filmmakers who wanted 
to film a documentary, she did not respond 

to their requests because she felt that their 
intentions were not genuine. However, Pat-
ton was struck by Rae’s authenticity based on 
her interest in wanting to meet Patton and the 
girls who started the father-daughter dance. 
As a result, the two of them decided to work 
on this project, which ultimately took eight 
years before premiering in 2024. 

Patton emphasized the importance of 
giving the interviewees time so they would 
feel comfortable with the film crew’s pres-
ence, given that the documentary discusses 
many personal and heavy topics. Patton 
credited the entire team for prioritizing care 
over the camera, as they did not pressure 
people to be filmed if they didn’t feel com-
fortable. She urged journalists in the audi-
ence to “stop chasing the story” and instead 
give people time and grace. 

“They will come to you if you have a rela-
tionship,” Patton said. “Do truth telling with 
them and not for them.”

Continuing Patton’s point, Rae shared 
that she made Daughters a long-scale proj-
ect so the documentary would be a coming-
of-age film that showed the girls growing up 
over time. 

“We follow them for a number of years to 
really see what that one day of touch does for 
the rest of their lives,” Rae said. 

She also underscored the importance of 
building intimacy and trust with the people 
in the film, which required time. As a result, 
Rae’s approach to filming was not a “set in-
terview,” but rather a series of unstructured 
conversations with the girls in the film. 

In regards to the film crew’s emotions 
when they saw the father-daughter dance, 
Patton described it as a complicated emo-
tional experience filled with joy, anger, and 
sadness. 

“I’m still thinking about all of those fa-
thers that are not able to participate,” Patton 
said. “I know what’s going to happen when 
we have to separate them.”

Despite the emotional pain and “second-
ary trauma,” what inspires Patton to pursue 
this work is reminding herself how her ef-
forts are “life-changing” for the daughters 
and incarcerated fathers. 

The special fatherhood program and 
father-daughter dance has had a tremen-
dous positive impact on the families. The 
fathers in the program not only had stronger 
relationships with their daughters, but also 
were significantly less likely to be incarcer-
ated again. According to Patton, the non-
recidivism rate of the fathers in the program 
is 95%. Meanwhile, the recidivism rate in the 
U.S. is 70% within five years. 

Patton underscored the importance of 
advocating for visitation practices and touch 
visits so incarcerated parents can be con-
nected with their children. In the last de-
cade, hundreds of jails have stopped touch 
visits and now offer video visits that require 
a fee. Patton called out the irony of the word 
“correctional facility,” saying, “you are not 
correcting anything when you are purpose-
fully ripping families apart and destroying 
lives.” However, Patton is hopeful that pro-
grams like the one in Daughters can reunite 
families and significantly lower recidivism.

Although Daughters focuses on Black 
girls with incarcerated fathers, Patton ar-
gued that the documentary is also for the 
“invisible” children out there who have 
an incarcerated parent, regardless of race 
or gender. She ended her remarks with a 
powerful question for the audience, asking, 
“What can I do while I’m on the outside to 
make it better for any child that is invisible?”

Daughters
Angela Patton and Natalie 
Rae  

WBUR CitySpace, Boston  

March 27, 2026

PHOTO COURTESY OF MILENA FERNSLER/WBUR

WBUR reporter Simón Rios (right) hosts a conversation with ‘Daughters’ documentary 
directors Natalie Rae (left) and Angela Patton (center) at WBUR CitySpace on Friday, 
March 27, 2026.

‘Daughters’ documentary directors Angela Patton 
and Natalie Rae talk about the emotional toll of 
parental incarceration at WBUR CitySpace 
Patton: “You are not correcting anything when you are purposefully ripping families 
apart and destroying lives”

EVENT REVIEW

‘A Terribly Nasty Business’ is as much of a romp as 
its predecessor
Seales returns to the world of ‘A Most Agreeable Murder’ with another charming 
regency murder mystery

BOOK REVIEW

Seales, Page 5

PHOTO COURTESY OF NETFLIX

Poster for Natalie Rae and Angela Pat-
ton's documentary ‘Daughters,’ a 2024 
Sundance Film Festival winner.
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By Chloe Lee
ARTS EDITOR

On the gusting morning of March 17, 
more than 100 musicians and staff mem-
bers gathered on the steps of Symphony 
Hall, chanting in unison: “Andris, Andris, 
Andris…we love you!” Their voices echoed 
through Boston as a poignant prelude to 
classical music’s most unexpected depar-
ture. Earlier, on March 6, Boston Symphony 
Orchestra (BSO) President and CEO Chad 
Smith had announced that Andris Nelsons, 
the orchestra’s music director since 2014, 
would conclude his tenure at the end of 
the 2027 Tanglewood season. This decision 
was shocking for an institution that had 
seemed, just months before, secure in its 
artistic vision.

When Nelsons first took the podium at 
Symphony Hall on Sept. 27, 2014, he became 
the youngest music director the BSO had ap-
pointed in over a century. The Latvian-born 
maestro arrived as a fresh voice at a moment 
when the orchestra desperately needed one. 
His predecessor, James Levine, had left a 
fractured ensemble in 2011; luckily, Nelsons 
had an extraordinary gift for transformation. 
Over his 13 years in Boston, Nelsons shifted 
the BSO’s identity. His decade-long focus on 
the symphonies of Dmitri Shostakovich pro-
duced what many consider one of the era’s 
most defining recording projects, a cycle 
that garnered multiple Grammy Awards. 
The orchestral community took notice, and 
by 2018, Nelsons had been named Musical 
America’s Artist of the Year, a recognition 
that seemed to cement his place among the 
world’s great conductors.

But Nelsons’s influence extended be-
yond the concert hall. Under his direction, 
the BSO re-established its reputation inter-
nationally, completing four European tours 
and multiple journeys to Japan. In 2015, the 
orchestra performed at festivals in London, 
Salzburg, Vienna, Lucerne, Milan, Paris, 
Cologne, and Berlin — a statement of artis-
tic confidence that was widely applauded.

Nelsons also created a unique transat-
lantic partnership between the BSO and the 
historic Gewandhaus Orchestra of Leipzig, 
bringing the cultural and musical niches of 
both ensembles to audiences on both sides 
of the Atlantic. This partnership, which be-
gan in 2017 when Nelsons took on the po-
sition of Gewandhauskapellmeister, was 
a bold artistic vision that few conductors 
could have conceived, let alone executed.

The collaboration between Nelsons and 
the BSO’s musicians was strong and central 
to his tenure. Principal flutist Lorna Mc-
Ghee captured this sentiment in a letter to 
the board that resonated with others in the 
classical music world: “To work with Andris 
is to work at the pinnacle of our profession. 
He is one of the most sought-after, highly 
respected music directors the world over. 
He is the deepest, most humble, most sin-
cere, truest musician I have ever worked 
with. Working with him at the BSO has 
been the artistic highlight of my life.” 

Edwin Barker, who served as the BSO’s 
principal bass for nearly half a century be-
fore his retirement last year, offered a sim-
ilar statement: “I have never seen the es-
prit de corps in the orchestra so high as it 
has been under Andris Nelsons’s tenure.”

Nelsons introduced a unique commit-
ment to contemporary music. Under his 
direction, the BSO and Tanglewood Music 
Center commissioned over 100 new works. 
Under his direction, the orchestra gave 22 
world premieres and 13 U.S. premieres. An-
other highlight of Nelsons’s tenure involves 
one of classical music’s most important ini-
tiatives. In February 2020, when a planned 
Asian tour was cancelled because of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, Nelsons pivoted to create 
the first Concert for the City, a free commu-
nity performance at Symphony Hall. This 
event became an annual tradition, bringing 
music directly to Boston residents who may 
never otherwise experience it.

Under Nelsons’s baton, Grammy victo-
ries continued to accumulate for the BSO. 

Beyond the Shostakovich cycle, the orches-
tra won Grammy Awards for recordings 
of Shostakovich's symphonies No. 4 and 
11, a complete Richard Strauss symphonic 
works collection, and, most recently in 
February 2026, the BSO won a Grammy for 
“Shostakovich: The Cello Concertos” with 
cellist Yo-Yo Ma.

Yet for all these accomplishments, it 
seems it was not sufficient to overcome 
what the BSO’s board termed a lack of 
“alignment on future vision.” The an-
nouncement in early March seemed to 
come from nowhere, even though it later 
became clear that negotiations had been 
underway since the previous September, 
a fact that surprised both musicians and 
patrons.

The speed and secrecy of this decision 
shocked the orchestra; musicians learned 

of Nelsons’s departure at the same moment 
as the general public, a breach of trust that 
several orchestra members underscored as 
a fundamental violation of the institution’s 
values.

“There is a fundamental lack of common 
decency in not including the musicians in 
any discussions leading up to the decision,” 
McGhee wrote to the board. “It is disingen-
uous to talk of ‘our beloved orchestra’ when 
we are treated as if we don’t exist.”

Double bass player Tom Van Dyck went 
further, writing that the decision and its 
manner represented “the biggest crisis 
since its founding in 1881,” according to the 
New York Times. 

“Not only does the manner of Andris’ 
dismissal run counter to this stewardship,” 
Van Dyck wrote, “the decision, the lack of 
communication, and the poor judgement 
involved signal to musicians that they are 
not to be consulted.”

The musicians’ statement is unambigu-
ous, strongly opposing the decision by the 

Board of Trustees to end Nelsons’s appoint-
ment, signaling a strong belief in his vision 
for the future. 

Nelsons has responded with grace. In 
a letter to the BSO community, he wrote, 
“The Board has decided that my music 
directorship will conclude in August 2027, 

with the aim of a mutually amicable final 
chapter. While this is not the decision I 
anticipated or wanted, I am unwaver-
ingly committed to you and to our work 
together.” 

He added that he understood “the deci-
sion was not related to artistic standards, 
performances, or achievements during 
my tenure,” suggesting that the parting 
stemmed from strategic disagreements 
rather than any artistic shortcoming.

As the 2026–2027 season unfolds, the 
BSO faces a delicate task: properly honor-
ing Nelsons’s extraordinary contributions 
while planning a course for the future. The 
Tanglewood season will traditionally con-
clude with Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony 
and the “Ode to Joy,” a coda that, given 
the circumstances, seems both fitting and 
bittersweet.

In the meantime, Nelsons will continue 
to lead the Vienna Philharmonic, conduct 
at the Gewandhaus, and maintain his role 
as Head of Conducting at Tanglewood. His 
international prominence ensures he will 
remain among the world’s most sought-
after conductors. For Boston, however, the 
loss is palpable. As McGhee concluded 
in her letter to the board: “I implore you, 
please reverse your decision.”

The maestro’s final season approaches, 
and the encore, it seems, will be a farewell.

PHOTO COURTESY OF ROBERT TORRES

Andris Nelsons conducts Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony, courtesy of BSO and Robert 
Torres.

Andris Nelsons to leave Boston after 13 seasons as 
music director of the BSO
Musicians and patrons mourn the visionary maestro’s exit amid conflicting visions for 
the orchestra

PHOTO COURTESY OF WINSLOW TOWNSON

Boston Symphony Orchestra's music 
director Andris Nelsons leads a program 
containing works by Vrebalov, Stravinsky, 
and Shostakovich. 

ner, the famous Sir Huxley, has monopolized 
the business of private investigation in Lon-
don, leaving Beatrice and Drake to investi-
gate missing pets and misplaced glasses.

Beatrice is struggling to keep their busi-
ness afloat when she discovers a series of 
murders amidst the London arts commu-
nity. Now, she must solve the case before 
Sir Huxley to save her business. Meanwhile, 
Beatrice must navigate both her relationship 
with Drake and her mother’s constant en-
treaties to quit investigating and finally find 
a rich husband. Seales continues to keep 
readers guessing and laughing as Beatrice 
infiltrates the upper crust of London society 
to track down the killer.

Just like its predecessor, A Terribly Nasty 
Business is hilarious. Seales continues to af-
fectionately poke fun at Austen and Regency 
romance while weaving a mystery filled with 
unexpected twists and turns that is simulta-
neously clever and delightfully ridiculous.

A Terribly Nasty Business moves away 
slightly from regency satire and establishes 
itself more firmly in the cozy mystery genre. 
Some strengths of Seales’s previous novel 
are not as present in the sequel; the plot is 
occasionally slow and Beatrice’s eccentric 
and loveable family are notably absent from 
the sequel.

Beatrice’s harebrained prankster father, 
marriage-obsessed mother, and sister who 
could possibly be a werewolf are dearly 
missed, though there are many new hu-
morous side characters introduced. These 
include two other women Beatrice meets 
who are also obsessed with solving myster-
ies and go to great lengths to help her catch 
the killer. 

Though the sequel lacks some of the 
strengths of Seales’s previous book, the 
novel is still strong enough to leave readers 
eager for more. Seales has left the door open 
for future developments for detectives Bea-
trice Steele and Vivek Drake, and hopefully 
a new installment in the series is on its way.

Seales pens cozy mystery
Seales, from Page 4
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S CONCERT REVIEW 

Pianist Víkingur Ólafsson makes his solo debut at 
Boston’s Symphony Hall on March 20 
The soloist played pieces by Beethoven, Bach, and Schubert in the keys of E major 
and minor 

By Vivian Hir
SENIOR EDITOR

On March 20, acclaimed pianist Víkingur 
Ólafsson made his solo debut in Boston’s 
Symphony Hall. Last year, Ólafsson per-
formed a stunning piano duet with Yuja 
Wang at the same venue. The title for this 
performance was “Opus 109,” reflecting 
Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 30 in E Major, 
Op. 109, the last piece in the program. Besides 
Op. 109, Ólafsson also played a selection of 
pieces from Bach, Schubert, and Beethoven. 
Although the repertoire had distinct musical 
styles, all pieces were in the keys of E major 
or minor. 

Ólafsson began with Bach’s Prelude in 
E Major from The Well-Tempered Clavier, a 
short piece with light staccatos full of joie de 
vivre. A nonchalant opening was balanced 
well with the minor melodies in the middle, 
adding complexity and contrast to the piece’s 
emotions. Ólafsson’s control of tempo was 
exquisite; he slowed down at times that were 
appropriate, resulting in a performance of 
short, smooth twists and turns. 

Following the Prelude was Beethoven’s 
Sonata No. 27 in E minor, Op. 90, a special 
sonata for its two movements that feel like 
an emotional rollercoaster ride. In the first 
movement, Ólafsson played with great in-
tensity, evoking scenes of rolling, crashing 
waves in a tumultuous storm most notably 
in the latter half. On the other hand, the sec-
ond movement was happy and animated, 
interspersed with sections of dreamy, gentle 

passages that came from Ólafsson’s delicate 
touch. 

Ólafsson then returned to Bach, but this 
time played Bach’s Partita No. 6 in E minor, 
a suite of dance movements for a solo in-
strument. The Partita was a kaleidoscope of 
dances, each one special for its rhythm and 
melody. The piece began with the “Toccata,” 
an elegant, courtly dance filled with embel-
lishments that Ólafsson finely played. How-
ever, the playing at times felt a bit too delib-
erate and forceful, causing the melody to feel 
heavy. 

Meanwhile, Ólafsson’s dextrous, nimble 
fingers shone in “Corrente”: he produced a 
melody that depicted a person dancing on 
their tiptoes, with frequent small jumps that 
felt like a game of hide-and-seek. He also 
executed the syncopation well, allowing the 
movement’s polyphonic texture to clearly 
shine. The complex layering of the voices was 
also encapsulated in the “Tempo di Gavotta” 
that had sprightly passages accentuated with 
staccato notes and quick flourishes, which 
conjured images of a galloping horse. 

After taking the audience through a se-
ries of dances in the Partita, Ólafsson played 
Schubert’s Piano Sonata in E minor. The first 
movement (“Moderato”) began with a quiet, 
poignant melody that underwent significant 
transformations throughout, from a playful 
melody to an agitated passage, followed by 
a calm ending. Ólafsson not only effectively 
brought out the major dynamic contrasts in 
the movement, but also elegantly through the 
nuanced voicing. 

The second movement (“Allegretto”) had 
a romantic opening that became passionate 
and energetic through the flowing cadenzas 
in the development. In the end, the piece 
returned to its original blissful theme, with 
the sustained alternating notes from the left 
hand that provided continuous steady energy 
in the background. 

The recital concluded with Op. 109, the 
program’s centerpiece. Each of the three 
movements burst with different colors. The 
first movement (“Vivace ma non troppo — 
Adagio espressivo”) brimmed with joy. The 
descending notes in the cadenza began like 

tinkling chimes and then evolved to sound 
like church bells that rang with jubilation. In 
contrast, the quick and declarative chords in 
the second movement (“Prestissimo”) was 
like a militant march. 

The last movement of Op. 109 (“Andante 
molto cantabile ed espressivo”) had striking 
contrasts. The movement began with a slow, 
meditative passage that felt incredibly light. 
This spell was broken in the middle with an 
intense and virtuosic passage that Ólafsson 
executed like a perpetual motion machine 
with unstoppable energy. In the end, how-
ever, the movement returned to its original, 
restful state, restoring the dreamlike effect 
again. 

After the audience gave a standing ova-
tion for Ólafsson’s performance that had 
no pauses; he closed the performance not 
with two, but four encores. He first played 
an arrangement of “Air on a G String” for 
composer György Kurtág, a beautiful piece 
that felt as light as a feather. Then, he played 
Rameau’s Le Rappel des Oiseaux, a light and 

quick piece filled with crystal clear embel-
lishments reminiscent of the sound of birds 
chirping. 

Following Le Rappel des Oiseaux was “The 
Arts and The Hours,” a transcription based on 
Rameau’s last opera, Les Boréades. The piece 
felt like a mirror, as if the melodies reflected 
off of each other. This mirror-like quality also 
opened the piece to introspection and con-
templation, with a tinge of nostalgia. Ólafs-
son’s final encore was Philip Glass’s Etude 
No. 6, a very brisk piece with repetitive notes 
and chords that conveyed a heightened sense 
of urgency, as if time was ticking and running 
out. 

Overall, Ólafsson did an excellent job 
taking the audience through an engaging 
musical journey, from the delightful con-
trapuntal melodies in Bach’s Partita to the 
wide-ranging passages in Beethoven’s Op. 
109. From this program, it is clear how each 
of the composers’ works are related to one 
another despite coming from different mu-
sical eras. 

Opus 109: Beethoven, 
Bach, Schubert
Víkingur Ólafsson, piano 

Vivo Performing Arts 

Symphony Hall 

March 20, 2026

PHOTO COURTESY OF ROBERT TORRES

Pianist Víkingur Ólafsson performs his solo debut at Symphony Hall on Friday, March 
20, 2026.

Want to interview Nobel winners,
entrepreneurs, scientists, and
fellow students about their work?

Join Science at The Tech!
tt-join@mit.edu

We get you the tickets.   
You get us the review. 

ARTS   at   
events • movies • theater • concerts   

music • books • restaurants 

tt– join@mit.edu 

Join at tt-join@mit.edu



Thursday, April 2, 2026� The Tech  7S
P

O
R

T
S

 S
c

ien
c

e
 W

E
A

T
H

E
R

 E
N

T
E

R
TA

IN
M

E
N

T
 O

P
IN

IO
N

 N
E

W
S

 FE
A

T
U

R
E

S
 C

A
M

PU
S

 LIFE
 A

R
T

S

By Veronika Moroz
SCIENCE EDITOR

From developing new biotechnology to 
documenting genetic blindness to analyz-
ing cellular division in a very peculiar fun-
gus, Yiqiao Zheng PD has worn many hats 
in her scientific research career. Now, as 
the president of the MIT Postdoctoral As-
sociation (PDA), she uses her experience 
to bring together a community that could 
otherwise feel isolated.

Finding (and filling) the gaps
Between her undergrad, PhD, and post-

doc, Zheng has switched fields two times: 
she originally started as a biomedical engi-
neering student at Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University. However, she felt like there was 
something missing in her work.

“We always claim that this new tool 
is going to solve this medical problem,” 
Zheng said. “So then I have this question: 
is it true that the problems that we claim 
are being solved by our technology are ac-
tually being solved?” 

To get a better understanding of what 
technology can do for medicine, Zheng en-
tered a PhD program in genetics and genom-
ics at the Washington University School of 
Medicine in St. Louis. Her project focused 
on genetic mutations that cause blindness by 
disrupting the function of the retina, the cells 
in the back of the eye that reflect light to pro-
cess images. She ended up writing a review 
paper summarizing 25 years’ worth of retinal 
blindness research and curating a database of 
the mutations in all known blindness cases. 

The database gives people at risk for de-
veloping blindness more information and 
more options. “They can look up our research 
and say, ‘Hey, so I have this variant in this 
gene at this location; can I predict what my 
condition will be and then can I seek medical 
assistance early on?’” Zheng explained. 

Towards the end of her PhD, Zheng’s ad-
visor began clinical trials to expand screening 
for blindness-causing mutations and work 
towards treating the condition with gene 
therapy. “That really brought me to a position 
where curiosity-driven research is good, but 
the goal really is trying to use the knowledge 
that I generate to help people,” she said. 

But she didn’t stop there. Because of the 
competitive nature of the genomics field and 
her desire to understand biology on a cellular 
level, Zheng switched fields again after her 
PhD — this time, to fungal biology.

A very “fun” fungus
After attending a seminar by Professor of 

Biology Daniel Lew — Zheng’s current men-

tor and supervisor — as a graduate student, 
Zheng began a postdoc studying a special 
fungus called Aureobasidium pullulans. 

A. pullulans interested Zheng for a num-
ber of reasons. First of all, it’s ubiquitous: sci-
entists have documented the fungus’ survival 
everywhere from oceans to plants to even 
Antarctica. How it does that is still a mystery.

The fungus also has a special reproductive 
process. Typical cell division occurs through 
a carefully choreographed process called mi-
tosis, in which all of the cellular components 
are duplicated and then segregated onto op-
posite sides of a mother cell. The mother cell 
then divides in half, creating two identical 
daughter cell copies. But instead of divid-
ing into two daughter cells, A. pullulans can 
break into multiple daughters at once.

“Do all the daughter cells inherit a similar 
amount of the materials they need to survive? 
If so, how does the cell do that? If not, then 
what is the mechanism?” Zheng asked. 

Zheng credits Lew with navigating de-
creases in funding for biological research in a 
way that still gives her a chance to pursue the 
questions that she finds exciting.

“His work has always been driven by cu-
riosity, not by funding sources or what other 
people wanted to do. I personally think it’s a 
privilege that actually brought many unex-
pected discoveries,” Zheng said.

Tackling old problems in new ways
Zheng’s experience across many fields of 

biology allows her to see the institution of sci-
ence from more angles. “It helps me under-
stand the system better, because I have a new 
or different perspective,” she said. “It really 
creates an opportunity to answer a new ques-
tion with an innovative approach.”

This interdisciplinary approach to solv-
ing problems also helps Zheng run the PDA. 
Zheng joined the PDA last year when she 
began serving as the Community Building 
and Committee Chair. Her task of connecting 
postdocs was especially challenging because 
they don’t enter MIT as a single cohort and 
don’t necessarily take classes, giving them 
few chances to interact.

“People have always told me that they feel 
isolated working as a postdoc here,” she re-
called. “That’s when I decided I wanted to do 
something to build a community.”

Though Zheng has heard that her work 
has brought postdocs together, her job has 
become even harder as some academic de-
partments are forced to downsize diversity-
related programs due to lack of funding. 

Her progress in the role is what led 
Zheng to become the president of the PDA. 
Now, her focus is more on understanding 

belonging on campus, with the PDA plan-
ning on releasing a postdoc-specific be-
longing survey next year.

As president, Zheng has taken on the re-
sponsibility of advocacy. “Across the board, 
postdoc fellows are not recognized as em-
ployees, so they don't have many of the em-
ployee benefits,” including medical insur-
ance and childcare, Zheng explained. 

She’s also advocating for better work-
ing conditions, like better-functioning 
Internet, which can play a huge role in 
how long certain research processes take. 
“Many postdocs have told me that they 

have this feeling that when they come to 
MIT that it’s already an honor or privilege 
for you to have you come to MIT,” Zheng 
stated. “But then we sometimes feel we are 
not supported enough.”

Though Zheng notes that her depart-
ments’ administrative team is very helpful 
and efficient, she has colleagues whose ad-
min has been much harder to reach. 

“If other schools are doing better and bet-
ter supporting their trainees, then I think one 
day, MIT will lose its talents because of ignor-
ing so many of the things that they take for 
granted,” Zheng added.

PHOTO COURTESY OF DR. YIQIAO ZHENG

Lew Lab postdoc and Postdoc Association President Dr. Yiqiao Zheng in her lab, 
March 2026. 

Dr. Yiqiao Zheng uses her multidisciplinary 
expertise both inside and outside of the lab
The current President of the Postdoctoral Association has changed 
fields twice, and she has thoughts on how science is conducted
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By Malakhi Beyah and Jojo Placides
STAFF WRITERS

On Feb. 11, MIT hosted an inaugural 
symposium in collaboration with energy 
company GE Vernova at the Samberg Con-
ference Center. Spotlighting the theme “En-
ergy X Breakthroughs,” the symposium built 
upon the earlier MITxGE Vernova Energy 
Climate Alliance Launch on Sept. 15, 2025 to 
showcase the importance of collaboration in 
finding climate solutions through “Decar-
bonization, Electrification, Renewables Ac-
celeration, and Digital Solutions.”

The alliance is largely rooted in the federal 
government’s continued restriction of univer-
sities’ research funding, compelling MIT to 
search elsewhere for a reliable sponsor. The 
Institute has recently found that sponsor in GE 
Vernova, a former branch of General Electric 
that specializes in “continuing to electrify to 
thrive and decarbonize the world,” according 
to the energy company’s website. Their official 
partnership was announced in the spring of 
2025, with GE Vernova pledging a $50 million 
investment across five years to fund “research 
initiatives, student fellowships, internships, 
educational and professional development 
programs, and philanthropic projects” at MIT. 
GE Vernova CEO Scott Strazik and MIT Pro-
vost Anantha Chandrakasan are spearhead-
ing the initiative as co-chairs of a joint steering 
committee between the two institutions. 

February’s symposium featured former 
Secretary of State John Kerry, who deliv-
ered the event’s opening remarks to a room 
of MIT students and faculty. In his address, 
Kerry explained how multi-institutional col-
laboration is necessary for progression to-
ward a greener future. 

“We simply can’t do it without the pri-
vate sector’s expertise, experience, balance 
sheet, and global value chains,” Kerry said. 
“No government — and I can tell you this 
having worked for years [in the federal gov-
ernment] — no treaty, no NGO can deliver 
this transition alone.”

With that, the event launched into the 
many ways MIT and GE Vernova are deliver-
ing in the sector of renewable energy.

A turbine-driven future
Wind currently provides about 10% of 

the global energy demand. Getting that fig-
ure closer to 25% would put humanity in a 
better position to address the climate crisis, 
said Charudatta Mehendale, the mission 
director of GE Vernova’s wind innovation 
programs. However, the underlying physics 
behind the turbines’ function prevents en-
gineers from simply making them larger to 
surpass the 25% goal.

Mehendale moderated a panel discussion 
with Civil and Environmental Engineering 
Professors Michael Howland and Tal Cohen. 

“The power production of a wind turbine 
scales with the diameter squared,” Howland 
stated, “so there’s a huge incentive in the 
power and energy yield associated with these 
devices to [make] it larger.” 

According to Howland, a single blade of 
an offshore wind turbine can stretch from 
the nose to the tail of a commercial airplane 
— twice. “These [larger] turbines are access-
ing larger and newer portions of the atmo-
spheric wind flow that we understand less 
about,” he said. 

The other major challenge concerns 
aeroelasticity, the interaction between aero-
dynamic forces and the flexibility of objects 
exposed to air flow. If those forces are not 
properly accounted for, blades could stall or 
fail, so a good grasp of aeroelasticity is essen-
tial, Howland explained.

Howland then addressed the question 
of how new turbine blade designs are test-
ed. In an ideal world, blade designs would 
be tested at scale in a real environment; 

however, it is hard to complete a controlled 
experiment with this method. 

“In that setting,” Howland explained, “the 
wind conditions in the atmosphere are con-
stantly changing: wind direction, turbulence, 
wind speed, everything.” 

Without knowing what specific atmo-
spheric influences were impacting the 
blade’s behavior, it would be considerably 
difficult for engineers to know how to im-
prove the blade’s design.

The alternative is testing blade designs in 
a laboratory setting. Researchers would cre-
ate a scaled-down replica of a blade prototype 
(spanning only tens of centimeters across) 
and place it in a wind tunnel, allowing them to 
control particular aspects of wind flow around 
the blade. Though controlled experiments are 
more feasible, the physics changes with this 
design. 

“You cannot match the Reynolds number 
[a dimensionless measure of turbulence] 
and other associated non-dimensional pa-
rameters that govern the physics of modern 
wind turbines in conventional wind tun-
nels,” Howland said. 

Howland’s research aims to uncover how 
increasing the air pressure in wind tunnels 
(which normally operate at atmospheric 
pressure) can better simulate the condi-
tions turbine blades will encounter in real 
environments.

Looking ahead of the testing phase, Co-
hen stated that the way turbine blades are 
currently produced and transported hinders 
the scale at which better designs can be im-
plemented. She described the decades-old 
practice of making turbine blades, which in-
volves large molds and thousands of hours of 
manual labor. Even when the blade is creat-
ed, moving the football-field-sized structure 
can be difficult, Cohen said. 

Cohen described how her research in po-
lymerization may prove helpful in manufac-
turing the increasingly large turbine blades. 
Polymers, such as plastic, typically require a 
considerable amount of energy to be cured 
and molded into a particular shape. Conse-
quently, creating a single turbine blade de-
mands a massive amount of energy in the form 
of heat or ultraviolet radiation. Cohen’s re-
search builds on a 1970s discovery of a certain 
exothermic chemical reaction in polymers, in 
which the heat released from the reaction in 
one part of the polymer is used to kickstart the 
reaction further down the polymer. This self-
propagating reaction would help polymerize a 
turbine blade using much less energy than the 
current method.

Cohen then discussed a way to make tur-
bine blade transportation more feasible. In 
construction, the blades start as a fluid that 
becomes a soft, malleable gel. “If you could 
roll it up,” Cohen explained, “then you can 
probably load it on a truck [and later] stretch 
it back out to the shape you wanted it to be, 
and then you cure it.” The aforementioned 
self-propagating chemical reaction would 
allow the blade to be shaped as it polymer-
izes, making the curing process quicker and 
less energy-intensive. By automating these 

processes, Cohen added, novel turbine blade 
designs can be installed more efficiently.

Grid stability in a data-driven world
By some estimates, data centers will col-

lectively consume 220 total gigawatts of en-
ergy by 2030; that amount of power is enough 
to provide energy for all of Massachusetts for 
almost twenty summers. If nothing changes, 
it is expected that this massive power demand 
will place a strain on current infrastructure for 
power grids. Brent Brunell, the mission direc-

tor of electrification software at GE Vernova, 
moderated a seven-way panel with profes-
sionals from MIT about the future of power 
grid stability in a world with ever-growing data 
storage demands.

The hour-long discussion covered in-
creasingly complex power distribution grids 
and renewable resources’ inconsistent en-
ergy supply, as well as other issues surround-
ing power grid stability. The discussion also 
introduced the audience to various projects 
MIT researchers have undertaken to address 
these complications, with some involving 
the usage of AI to optimize power distribu-
tion and efficiently integrating renewable re-
sources with load centers.

The Tech had the opportunity to interview 
one of the panelists, Electrical Engineering 
and Computer Science Professor Priya Donti, 
following the grid stability discussion.

Researchers like Donti utilize deep neu-
ral networks to improve grid optimization 
models, training the networks on hundreds 
or thousands of existing physical parameters. 
By building on existing knowledge, these deep 
neutral networks avoid having to train on bil-
lions or trillions of parameters.

“The idea [is] that you don’t have to 
wastefully relearn things you already know 
from scratch,” Donti said. 

Donti also drew a distinction between 
general purpose and task-specific mod-
els for grid optimization. General purpose 
models, which are used to determine gener-
al purpose trends, tend to be trained on larg-
er amounts of data. Sometimes, “it’s overkill 
for the actual task you wanted to solve,” ac-
cording to Donti. By contrast, task-specific 
models use a subset of data to address one 
particular system, such as power flow in the 
grids, without straining computers to pro-
cess the irrelevant data for that system. 

To Donti, not enough people actually 
consider the complexities of energy in power 
grids. “We almost view it as this sort of invis-
ible thing… going on when we turn on a light 
switch,” she said. 

Through her research and through events 
like the MITxGE Vernova symposium, Donti 
hopes to highlight the challenges power 
grids face and inspire others to work toward 
addressing those challenges. She stressed 
that power grids are paramount in solv-
ing the climate crisis. If society is going to 
combat climate change by decarbonizing 
and electrifying fossil fuel-based sectors, 
that transition will have to start with having 
a green power grid. Donti believes that the 
more people invested in improving this in-
frastructure, the better.

Prospects of a greener tomorrow
Promising renewable energy break-

throughs set an uplifting tone for the sympo-
sium, with discussions about decarbonization 
and nuclear energy supplementing the wind 
energy and grid sustainability panels.

Lila Shelton ’29, an undergraduate who 
plans to major in civil and environmental en-
gineering (Course 1) and minor in renewable 

energy studies, attended the conference to 
learn more about the ongoing developments 
in her field. 

“It’s easy to say ‘we should develop wind 
energy,’ but it’s cool to see how we might actu-
ally go about doing that,” Shelton said. 

Chief Sustainability Officer and Chief Cor-
porate Officer at GE Vernova Roger Martel 
hopes that the conference will inspire stu-
dents at MIT to dedicate themselves to solv-
ing the problem of energy access in the com-
ing decades, especially with MIT’s culture of 
tackling complex problems. “We’re trying to 
present a very optimistic view of how we can 
do what MIT does best and solve really hard 
problems in a way that makes the planet bet-
ter,” Martel said.

John Kerry echoed Martel’s sentiment in 
his remarks, reminding the audience of the 
potential impact of this alliance.

“This is not a story of retreat; it’s a story of 
rapid expansion, global competition, and ac-
celerating innovation,” Kerry said. “The eco-
nomics are powerful, the technologies are 
improving, [and] the capital is flowing. And 
so now, with MIT and GE Vernova helping to 
lead the charge, guess what? We still have the 
capacity to win this fight.”
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Charudatta Mehendale (left) opens the Wind Innovation panel of the MITxGE Vernova 
Energy Symposium on Wednesday, Feb. 11, 2026. 

The search for eco-friendly energy: MITxGE 
Vernova alliance unveils novel climate-positive 
energy research 
Five months after the announcement of a five-year partnership, MIT and GE Vernova 
come together to showcase the newest breakthroughs in renewable energy

“We simply can’t do 
it without the private 
sector’s expertise, 
experience, balance 
sheet, and global value 
chains.”

“We’re trying to present 
a very optimistic view 
of how we can do what 
MIT does best and solve 
really hard problems 
in a way that makes the 
planet better,” Martel 
said.


