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Optical Illusions: I declare SHENANIGANS

I was checking out a site with some of the Best Visual Illusions of the Year, and one of them caught my attention. It
caught my attention because it seemed to be full of bullshit.

Below is the illusion and explanation off the site. I took it from here. Be sure to check this out before reading my
explanation of why I think it is bullshit.

How do we tell where other people are looking? Conventional wisdom says the dark parts of their eyes give it 
away. But the Ghostly Gaze illusion reveals a more subtle process. From a distance, the sisters seem to stare
at each other, but as you bring them closer to you with the slider, they turn their eyes to you! This is not a 
computer trick - to convince yourself set the slider to 'close' and walk away from your computer screen while 
looking at the image: notice that when you are sitting in front of the monitor the sisters are looking at you, but 
when you are about 3-4 meters away they look at each other! he illusion is based on the hybrid image
technique, developed by Schyns and Oliva. Gaze direction is an extremely important social cue. The Ghostly 
Gaze illusion shows that details such as the outline of the iris can override larger patches of darkness.

I put my images and explanation behind a cut so it does no affect 
your viewing of the above demo and explanation they  provide.

To me, this is clearly a resolution issue. The eyes are purposely lightened to the point of being unnatural. Their faces
are given shadows to darken the the side portion of their eyes. When you reduce the resolution (either due to the
actual pixels or by distancing yourself from the image) then your brain automatically assumes that the dark portion is 
most likely the pupil. This makes a lot of sense. Not to mention this would almost never happen in a real life situation.

Let me provide some examples:

Note: I took the head images and swapped their positions, so the effect will be that they are looking away from each 
other rather than at each other. I wanted to see how the effect held up when it was swapped.

First, here is a screen snap shot of the image reduced in size. They appear to be looking away from each other as
expected:
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Here is the normal large version. They appear to be looking straight ahead. Of course this is because you have the
resolution to see a well defined pupil and are not tricked by odd shadows:

Now here is where I demonstrate what the problem is. I took the very very small image and enlarged it effectively
reducing it's resolution. I purposely used bicubic rather than nearest neighbor to expand the image. The aliasing
probably more closely resembles the lack of resolution our eye has at greater distances:

As you can tell, the eyes are very hard to distinguish where the pupil is because of how the image was manufactured.
An unnaturally light pupil competing against a shadow at low resolution does not provide our eyes and brain with 
enough detail to make an effective decision.

I also made an image that is at medium resolution so you can see how it creeps into the middle of recognizability:
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To me this is not much of a "visual illusion". It is just a case of a manipulated image taking advantage of the lack of
resolution to force feed us a different interpretation of the image. Just like a commercial I recall seeing where a
beautiful woman is running at the camera from afar only to reveil that she is actually an elderly woman who is not as 
attractive as you were lead to believe. I wouldn't consider this much of a "visual illusion", let alone "One of the Best
Visual Illusions of the Year".
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Comments

Thread started by Garret Merriam

From:  imlac Date:  May 18th, 2008 04:28 am (UTC) (Link )

Agreed. Very well demonstrated.
(Reply) (Thread) 

From:  kraquehaus Date:  May 18th, 2008 07:30 pm (UTC) (Link )

Thank you.

It seriously irritated me. I LOVE visual illusions, but having this one near the top list of them seemed repulsive to me. There are so
many more out there that are much better windows into the mind than this.

It's like having a food contest and a version of oatmeal made the top 10 just because the used two different colored syrups in squeeze 
bottles to garnish.
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