Negative Afterimage “Bird in Cage” Optical Illusion

Activity Instructions


Print out a copy of the two images for each student. Have the students stare at the red dot in the middle of the image of the birdcage for 30 seconds. After 30 seconds, have them quickly look towards the image of the bird. Ask them what they observed. Did the bird seem like it was in a black cage? What happens to the cage around the bird after a while? Does it disappear?


The bird will seem like it is momentarily in a cage when we quickly look to the bird after staring at the white birdcage with black background for some time. The black birdcage that we see around the bird is called an afterimage or “ghost image”. Afterimages occur when certain cells in our eyes lose sensitivity because of adapting to the over-stimulation of looking at one object for a long time. Afterimages disappear when these cells regain normal sensitivity, which is why the black cage disappears after a few seconds. 


You can further explain this phenomenon by providing them with other examples. When you look at a light bulb for a while and then look away, do you see an afterimage? When you look at a blight bulb for some amount of time, the same cells in your eyes (as the birdcage example) are losing sensitivity because it needs to adjust to the over-stimulation. Thus, when you look away from the light, the image will remain in your field of vision momentarily until your eyes readjusts. 

