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Neuroscientists are study ing classic "magic"

tricks, like the classic "cups and balls" illusion.

Image: Flickr/Wahlander

This story was originally published by

Inside Science News Service.

(ISNS) -- Scientists analyzing how magicians

Penn & Teller perform one of the oldest

known illusions now reveal that some

aspects of the magic trick are even more

effective at manipulating audiences than the

magicians predicted.

These findings not only shed light on basic

processes such as cognition, but could help

advance the art of magic, researchers

suggested.

In recent years, neuroscientists have

increasingly been analyzing magicians' performances to gain insights on the human

mind.

"We realized that magicians were among the best people at manipulating attention

and awareness, far better than scientists," said cognitive neuroscientist Stephen

Macknik, director of the laboratory of behavioral neurobiology at the Barrow

Neurological Institute in Phoenix, Ariz. "So we've been poaching their techniques,

bringing them back to the labs to increase our rate of discovery."

The latest magic trick Macknik and his colleagues investigated is the classic cups and

balls illusion. Examples ascribed to ancient Roman conjurers date back to 3 B.C., and

some claim it goes back further to ancient Egypt.

The illusion nowadays commonly involves three upside-down cups and three balls,
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