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Letters

Blurry beauty?

“Average At-
tractions” (SN:
5/12/90, p.298)
overlooks alter-
native explana-
tions for stu-
dents’ selection
of composite
faces as more at-
tractive than real
individual faces. In particular, the process by
which the composites were generated seems to
average out a lot of fine detail: The more faces
included in the composite, the blurrier the
resulting photo.

Hollywood filmmakers have been using a
similar trick for decades, softening the focus in
those romantic closeups to make their stars
seem more attractive. Is this because defocus-
ing makes a face look more “average,” or
simply because it hides the small imperfec-
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tions — the misplaced hairs, the pimples and
crow’s feet — that detract from beauty?

Or is the causality the other way around?
Have the students in the Langlois/Roggman
study been conditioned by years of movie-
going to associate blurriness with beauty?
Perhaps “averageness” is a red herring. We
won't know for sure until the study is repeated
with the sharpness of the images controlled.

Gregory P Kusnick
Sonora, Calif

The beautiful computer-generated faces
created by Langlois and Roggman are not
“average.” If this were true, the vast majority of
people who lie near the center of the bell-
shaped curve for the normal distribution
would possess breathtaking beauty. Rather,
Langlois and Roggman are inadvertently using
atechnique | developed in 1974 for forming the
intersection of sets that are multivalued rather
than Boolean. Inother words, itis as if they had
created beautiful people by cloning them from
DNA obtained from 32 different donors.

The correct interpretation of their findings
is that Caucasians find other humans attrac-
tive if they are also Caucasians, but mongrel
Caucasians rather than purebreds. This is
adaptive for the same reason that most human
cultures prohibit intermarriage between first-
degree relatives: It eliminates the expression
of genetic defects that are coded by autosomal
recessive genes.

Allen D. Allen

Director of Research
Biomedical Sciences Division
Algorithms, Inc.

Northridge, Calif

The finding that averaging out facial con-
structions produces a face that most people
find attractive is interesting, but it is scarcely
new. At least one earlier study involving the
superimposing of photographs reached an
identical conclusion. My memory tells me it
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Letters continued from p.35

was somewhere over a quarter-century ago.
Warner Clements
Beverly Hills, Calif

Articles noting the increased attractiveness of
composite photographs were published in 1878
by British scientist Francis Galton and in 1886 by
U.S. psychologist John T Stoddard. Their obser-
vations have not been pursued systematically
until now, according to Judith Langlois.

— B. Bower

Popular culture presaged the Langlois/
Roggman finding. There was a 1957 movie and
song, “Bernardine” (sung by Pat Boone), in
which some college guys, as a prank, enter a
composite photo in a beauty contest. The
composite wins (we now have a scientific
recognition of why), and they must come up
with the girl. As the song says:

Bernardine, Bernardine,

You're a little bit like every girl I've ever seen;

Your separate parts are not unknown,

but the way you assemble ‘em’s all your own.

Charles Kluepfel
Bloomfield, N.J.

CORRECTION

According to the American Cancer Society, the
general incidence of mesothelioma in the U.S.
population is not one in 10,000 as reported in
“More jobs linked to asbestos hazards” (SN:
6/16/90, p.373). Available statistics indicate that
roughly 1.1 cases are diagnosed annually among
every 100,000 U.S. white males, usually between
the ages of 40 to 60.
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SYMMETRY and ASYMMETRY
from MIRROR REFLECTIONS to SUPERSTRINGS

REVISED EDITION

W. H. Freeman, 1990, 392 pages,
6%"” x 9%", hardcover, $19.95

The New Ambidextrous Universe: Symmetry and Asymmetry
from Mirror Reflections to Superstrings is a substantial revision of
Gardner’s well-known work on mirror symmetry and asymmetry. The
book opens with puzzling questions on why mirrors reverse left to right
but not up and down, and then takes the reader on an extraordinary
Jjourney through two fundamental scientific discoveries of our century:
the asymmetric DNA helix and the overthrow of parity (left-right

symmetry) in particle physics.

From the most current theories in particle physics to discussing

time reversal in other universes,
Gardner’s New Ambidextrous
Universe is absorbing and pro-
voking reading from cover to
cover.

The book is illustrated with
amusing drawings, photos and
cartoons. Included are challeng-
ing games and puzzles that will
provide hours of enjoyment for
recreational math devotees, game
buffs, or those who simply want to
sharpen their wits. Gardner gives
life to his work with his one-of-
a-kind writing style: literate, en-
tertaining and often amusing.

— from the publisher
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Please send copy(ies) of The New
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for 319.95 plus $2.00 postage and
handling (total $21.95) for each copy.
Domestic orders only.
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