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sell says, was that “they almost never had 
the experience of someone else recognizing 
them, but drawing a blank themselves”—
Nathan Skidelsky’s problem—although the 
converse happened frequently. 

Super-recognizers must alter their so-
cial behaviors to avoid upsetting others. At 
parties, for example, they may “play dumb” 
and allow themselves to be reintroduced to 
someone they recall from a casual encoun-
ter, but who clearly doesn’t know them 
from Adam. “Otherwise, it might look like 
you are stalking them, or paying them an 
inappropriate degree of attention,” Russell 
explains.

Facial-recognition ability seems to occur 
along a spectrum. The scientific community 
long viewed the capacity as either “normal” 
or “disordered”—a “pathological” model. 
And until recently, most of the prosopag-
nosics studied—perhaps 100 cases in the 
past century—had acquired the deficit, via 
brain trauma or a stroke, for example. But 

the Internet has uncovered many cases of 
face blindness: “It has become clear that 
there are a lot of congenital or developmen-
tal prosopagnosics,” says Russell. “It’s a 
‘stealth’ condition, which we might loosely 
compare to color blindness. Unless you 
take a test, you may not know you are see-
ing things differently.” (Face-recognition 
tests pose tasks like recognizing childhood 
photographs of famous people. Super-rec-
ognizers score more than three standard 
deviations above the mean; the face-blind 
fall below the mean to the same extent.) A 
change in life situation, like enrolling at a 
college where one meets vastly larger num-
bers of people, may also trigger an aware-
ness of one’s disorder—or gift.

The early findings raise numerous ques-
tions. Is it crucial, in natural-selection 
terms, to distinguish friendly faces from 
foes? “Mistakes could be fatal,” says Rus-
sell. If facial recognition isn’t an on/off 
ability, but distributes itself across a wide 

spectrum, doesn’t this undermine the cred-
ibility of eyewitness testimony? “A test of 
face-recognition ability could become a 
new factor in courtrooms,” Russell sug-
gests.

The researchers are also investigating 
whether super-recognizers have better 
memories, or superior perceptions, using 
such tools as a test of the ability to perceive 
subtle differences among similar faces; early 
data show super-recognizers one standard 
deviation above the mean. “You’re actually 
looking at faces differently than people with-
out this ability,” Russell explains. “If you 
don’t mentally encode something as well 
as others do, that could affect your ability 
to retrieve it later on. We don’t know if it’s 
about memory or perception, but we do 
know that they’re better at both.”�  
	 vcraig lambert

richard russell e-mail address:
rrussell@gettysburg.edu

The relationship between ar-
chitecture and nature, for the 
last 500 years or so, has been one 
of juxtaposition. Architects and 

planners, referring to their creation as the 
“built environment,” have put nature—that 
other environment—into the cross-hairs, 
hoping either to trim it into submission or 

to push it outside city limits altogether. 
This is beginning to change. Increasingly, 

architects look to nature as something not 
simply to incorporate into architecture, but 
as an inspired model for building design. “As 
a practicing architect, one of the reasons I 
went to the Graduate School of Design was 
to investigate landscape ecology,” explains 

Thomas Knittel, M.D.S. ’06. “Buildings are 
so tightly conceived—mechanical systems, 
structural systems, and high expectations 
for comfort. But with nature, there is vari-
ability built into the system, because it is in 
a constant state of flux.” Achieving equilibri-
um with the environment is “where we hope 
to go with architecture, designing buildings 
with gradients and responsiveness.”

Knittel is design principal and sustain-
able design leader of the New York office of 
HOK, one of the world’s largest architec-
tural firms. Recently, the company formed 
an exclusive alliance with the Biomimicry 
Guild, a Montana-based consulting organi-
zation that pairs consulting biologists with 
designers, seating architects and ecologists 
together at the drawing table. When HOK 
is involved early in a project, an interdisci-
plinary team of Guild and HOK profession-
als visits the site to better understand the 
“genius of place” in order to aid the design 
team’s architectural approach. Faced with 
constructing a hypothetical building in a 
desert setting, for example, HOK design-
ers drew inspiration from the barrel cactus, 
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Even at the scale of cities, planners can work with 
the local ecology to create lasting interventions 
that minimize disruptions to the landscape, such 
as Khed Sez (shown) and Lavasa, both in India.
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