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The neuroscience of magic

An understanding of magic is vital for venturing deep into Fortean
realms. Howewver, it is more the stage/street magic variety as
opposed to the one that comes with a "k" at the end. This isn't just
s0 you can appreciate that trickery, from slight-of-hand to full
blown illusions {that basically come into the ternitory of the Big
Cony, can make the seemingly impossible more than possible. It is
also wital as it gives us an insight into how the mind works and how
It can trick us into seeing things that aren't there or something
that didn't happen the way we thought it did.

Penn & Teller are Skeptics {with a "K" even if their magic is without
one) and like a lot of their brethren can come across a little..
overbearing but they have a lot of insight into how easy the human
mind can be bamboozled and are not afraid to whip aside the
wizard's curtain to show the mechanics of the trickery, which
makes them excellent guides,

To kill'some time in a diner, Teller was practicing his version
of Cups and Balls, a classic sleight-of-hand trick popularized
by ancient Roman conjurers, It invalves a series of
"“wanishes" and "transpositions" as the balls appear and
dizappear underneath the cups. Teller hadn't brought any
props, so he used wadded-up napkins and clear water
glasses,

Penn & Teller demonstrate their version of Cups and Balls.

Somehow, this made the trick even better. Although it was
now possible to follow the crumpled napkins as Teller
variously palmed them, squished them, and mowved them from
cup to cup, the illusion persisted. "The eye could see the
mowves, but the mind could not comprehend them," he says.
"Giving the trick away gave nothing away, because you still
couldn't grasp it."

Here it is {you can stop watching half way through once
they've finished the trick for the second time):

Penn and Teller - cups and ball trick
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It also helps vou appreciate the incredible artistry at work too!!

What's surprising is Just how limited the repertoire of magical
ilusions actually is. The Mature Reviews Meuroscience paper
lists nine fundamental "conjuring effects" of modern magic,
from the wanish and the restoration to telekinesis and ESP.
While these basic tricks have been wvaried endlessly—you
can "restore" a cut rope, a sawed-in-half assistant, a
chredded piece of paper—each of the effects relies on a
specific perceptual phenomenaon. This may be why exposing
the "secret" of a magic trick is so often deflating. Most of
the time, the secret is that we're gullible and our brains are
riddled with blind spots,

And what are these seven principles? Well here they are:

Penn and Teller Explain Sleight of Hand
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Howewver, they are alsa not afraid to do the science thing, which
has helped reveal important information about the way we see the
world:

For Teller {that's his full legal name), magic is more than
entertainment. He wants his tricks to reveal the everyday
fraud of perception so that people becaome aware of the
tension between what is and what seems to be. Our brains
don't see everything—the world s too big, too full of stimul.
So the brain takes shortcuts, constructing a picture af
reality with relatively simple algorithms for what things are
supposed to look like. Magicians capitalize on those rules,
"Every time you perform a magic trick, you're engaging in
experimental psychology,” Teller says. "If the audience asks,
'‘How the hell did he do that? then the experiment was
successful, I've exploited the efficiencies of your mind."

Mow that on-the-job experimentation has taken an academic
turn. A couple of years ago, Teller joined a coterie of
llusianists and tricksters recruited by Stephen Macknik and
Susana Martinez-Conde, researchers at the Barrow
Meuralogical Institute in Fhoenix, Arizona, to look at the
neuroscience of magic. Last summer, that work culminated
in an article for the journal MNature Reviews Meuroscience
called "Attention and Awareness in Stage Magic." Teller was
one of the coauthaors, and its publication was a signal event
in a field same researchers are calling magicology, the mining
of stage illusions for insights into brain function.

This Is important on an awful lot of levels. My angle 1s the way this
plays into preconceived notions about strange phenomena. We
hawve to make decisions on imperfect information and we err on the
side of caution - if it looks a bit like a lion and kind of moves like a
lion wou are better off running rather than waiting around to find
out the hard way. Along with all sorts of heuristics this 1= also
where "beliefs" first kick in filtering the experience but also,
impartantly, filling in the "gaps". This is the kind of thing I've been
thinking about recently - the ETH {as popularly known with flying
saucers and alien visitors popping in for tea and anal probes) IS
ubiquitous in the West {and, increasingly, anywhere with movies
and T¥s) so if people have an odd encounter with an entity or see
a strange abject ar have even mare "out there" experiences they
interpret it using their expectations of what i1s going on and can
this can shape their impressions of what happens. This can lead to
apparently discrete categories appearing when, as I've said before,
the data seems to suggest things aren't so simple. If it looks a bit
like a flying saucer and kinda behaves like a flying saucer, doesn't
mean it is,

How we interpret and describe strange {and often purely
anecdotal} experiences is a complex area and a lot of factars are
at work and an understanding of some of the pitfalls could be
helpful in finding out what i1s actually going on. It might not be
magick but magic {and magicology) could be one of the keys to
help us shed a few of our conceptual chains.

CALEMDAR

o May "00 o

Mon Tue Wed Thu FH Sat Sun
i 2 3

4 2 i} £ & 9 10
i1 12 13 14 15 16 17
i 19 20 21 22 23 24
25 26 27 28 29 20 21

QUICKSEARCH

RECEMT EMTRIES

The ETH and the science of fairies
Sunday, May 24 20092

SIGMA speaks (o Greg]
Saturday, May 23 2009

UFSs feeding on eledricity?
Friday, May 22 2009

"wiitch children" problems spread to

Condo
Thursday, May 21 2009

Electric people
Wednesday, May Z0 2009

Alternative solutions to the Fermi

paradox
Tuesday, May 19 2009

The ghost qoat terraor that led to &
wawe of deaths
Monday, May 13 2009

Imperial Cormics IW
Sundayw, May 17 2009

Skinwalker Ranch: The
alien/rilitary mind contral
connection

Saturday, May 16 2009

Witchhunts, scapegoats and
ictirmisation
Friday, May 15 2009

RECENMT FORUM POSTS

¢ Re: Crafty nook (05527509 05:11)
¢ Re: Crafty nook (0552609 15:45)

*» Fo: We Have a Ghost!

mavbe,,
(05/26/09 14:27)

¢ Re: Crafty nook (0552609 14:25)
¢ Re: Crafty nook (0552609 13:27)

..iiiiiiiii

LIMKS OF IMTEREST

The Anormalist
Blather.net

ZFI Blogs
The Cosmic Jokers

The Daily Grail
The Debris Field

forgetarnori
Further: Strange Attractor and

bevond

Gef: The Eighth Wonder of the
Wi arld

Greatings Earthlings

Herasy Corner
The Hurman Marvels

Mapping the Marvellous
Micah A, Hanks' Sralien Repaort
Maonster! The A-F2 of Fooform
Phenomena

Morbid Anstarny

MNeatorarma

Posthurmian Blues

Professar Hex

2's doadlehklag

Juiglew's Cabinet
Technocoult

Maore friends

Mare links

Cur delicio.us links

s Astore (LK)
= Astore (US)

ARCHIYES

May 2003

April 2009
March 20029

Recent...
Clder,,.

CATEGORIES

Announcerments

At & Literature

Music

Blogs

Cormics

Belle, Book & Kandle

House of Creeps

Hoy Investigates

Dpen Season

OO0O00000000

Procession of the

Cormpendium of
Curiosities

Conspiracy

Croptozoology

Exhibitions Events

Folklore
Ghosts

HistoryArchasology

Hurman/Medical Sddities

Just S dd

My sticald Cooult

Matural world

Motes on the Margins

obits

Feligion

Science/Mew Technology

Site news

Strange Crime

Strange Finds
T & Film

faology
Urnusual sttacks

Wahsites

OOO00000000000000000000

Weird Weather

Gl I

All categories

AUTHORS

Alexiuz [&]
Charles Foster Kane (3]

Ernperor (1342

Father Shandaor (897

aravlien [24]

Min Bannister (11]

Mr, R.ILM.G, (300

237

Rainbows (4]
SMT (2]

OO0O00O0000000

Gol I

Al authars

FRIEMDS

*q Join this site
with Google Friend Connect

Members (7}

LT
% 2

Already a member? Sign in




