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What are optical illusions?

Optical illusions are images or things that our mind sees and misinterprets, 
causing us to see something that isn’t there or perceive something that isn’t 
happening and can happen in three different forms. The three main forms of 
illusions are literal illusions, physiological illusions, and cognitive illusions.

Literal Illusions

Literal illusions are illusions that display a 
number of objects that form an image that 
isn’t there, like scenery faces.



Physiological Illusions

Physiological illusions are images with excessive 
stimulations of specific types such as brightness, 
color, size, position, tilt, and movement and causes 
the image to appear to be in motion, examples being 
the grid illusion.

Cognitive Illusion

Cognitive illusions are images your mind 
unconsciously makes you see by other 
shapes inferring another object, such as the 
infinite staircase or the implied triangle.



The History of Illusions

 What optical illusions are has been a mystery 
that befuddled ancient philosophers. In ancient times 
no one knew if when they were even seeing optical 
illusions and couldn’t tell if their mind or eyes were 
playing tricks on them or if what they were seeing 
was real. Epicharmus and Protagoras, philosophers 
who lived in 450 B.C. thought that illusions were 
caused by our senses being tricked or that the 
environment was tricking us respectively. However 
in 350 B.C. Aristotle believed that both philosophers 
were right and used heat waves as an example 
saying our eyes can see the heat waves but when 
looking at a tree past the heat waves it becomes all 
wiggly cause the waves are tricking our eyes.
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 Later in 300 B.C. another greek philosopher named Platos theorized that 
our senses needs to work together with our minds to interpret information and 
stands as the bases for what we believe now. But it wasn’t until 1826 that 
optical illusions would be researched again by a psychologist named Johannes 
Mueller. He was also the first person to coin the phrase visual illusions, but sadly 
this also caused people to have no idea what he was talking about because they 
just knew the phenomenon as distortions. Illusions didn’t really get popular 
until 1845, when psychologist J.J. Oppel published ten pages of line illusions that 
caused a sudden spark of interest in illusions but eventually died down like most 
fads do. Now optical illusions are common placed and have multiple different 
types appearing in street art, modern media, and architecture. One of the 
greatest artists to use optical illusions are Henri Robert Marcel Duchamp, a 
French American painter who made kinetic sculptural illusions and Salvador Dali 
with his famous double images and even after so much time has passed optical 
illusions are still popular now with 3d street artist, architecture, and even viral 
media.
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Modern Artists

 Optical illusions are even used by modern 
artists such as Thomas Barbey who merges 
photos together to create phenomenal images and 
Leandro Erlich who makes sculptures that defy 
logic or play with perspective.

Leandro Erlich
Thomas Barbey



Street Art
 A popular  thing nowadays 3d street art is the 
art of drawing on the streets and if the drawings are 
viewed at a certain angle they appear as realistic 3d 
images. Artist Edgar Muller is one such person who is 
well known for this particular art style and is considered 
one of the top three artist who do street art.
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Viral Media

Optical illusions even made their way to viral media with the 
most infamous illusion ever, the dress. This dress became a 
media sensation over night with people left and right argued 
that the color was white and gold, or blue and black. Although it 
has been confirmed to be black and blue there are still debates 
over its color.



The Dress

This incident sparked new interest in neuroscience and human perception to 
discover how and why so many people saw the dress as drastically different 
colors. Scientists Bevil Conway and Jay Neitz explain that the cause was the 
human ability of chromatic adaptation, the ability to adjust changes in light to 
maintain an objects color. The yellow lighting can throw off peoples senses 
making them discount he blue and see white and gold, or they discount the 
gold and see blue and black.
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