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from pixel-by-pixel motion detectors, the
system marries this input to a simulated
face mask rooted in human anatomy.
Among its many virtues is its ability to
portray an authentic smile by mimicking
the raising of eye corners that accom-
panies the upturning of lips. With a built-
in understanding of typical facial ges-
tures, the computer tailors the animated
image to an individual’s face within a split
second. For pure animation, it will gener-
ate facial movements.

late, even automate, whole-body an-

imation? Why not train a computer
to watch athletes, dancers, or movie stars
and learn their special, subtle moves? A
Larry Bird lay-up, a Charlie Chaplin wad-
dle, perhaps a Judy Garland croon. Envi-
sion a computer that could take in a great
ballet and from the dancers’ movements
narrate the story.

At the Media Lab, such visions not only
raise no eyebrows, they live as bona fide
project goals. In a new system called
ALIVE, a person wandering before the
computer’s gaze can watch a replica of
himself or herself moving in a virtual
world. Within the confines of a virtual 16-
foot by 16-foot room, animated autono-
mous agents roam free in a land of illusion,
interacting with other virtual beings.

n ut why stop at faces? Why not simu-

This project aims, according to Pattie
Maes, an MIT computer researcher, to
create an artificial environment in which a
person can interact, in natural and believ-
able ways, with autonomous, semi-intelli-

Mapping a whole head.

gent replicas whose behavior appears
equally natural and believable.

In other words, an automated animation
system with no strings attached. Literally.
No headgear. No wire-laden data gloves. A
system in which a live person’s video
image unobtrusively feeds a “magic mir-

ror” that interprets that person’s silhou-
ette and gestures in real-time, three-di-
mensional space.

Meanwhile, the user’s virtual playmates
wander independently in a world they
appear to sense, acting on self-generated
goals and taking cues from the user's
gestures.

In one virtual world, for example, an
animated puppet comes over to play, tak-
ing the user’s virtual hand. When mo-
tioned away, the puppet pouts and leaves.
When waved back over, the puppet returns
giggling. Another virtual setting brings a
hamster begging for a meal. Food from a
virtual table curbs its appetite, followed by
a virtual rub of its virtual tummy. When a
predator enters the scene, the hamster
scampers away.

In the real world, where most communi-
cation occurs without words, such human-
ized computers represent invaluable
learning tools. Since bodies and faces hold
such expressive power, one can often
glean more about a person’s actual moods,
intentions, or beliefs from gestures and
expressions than from words.

“If a computer has a more human face
and is less [emotionally] cool to work with,
people can interact with it more naturally,”
Maes says. “Humanlike agents could train,
educate, and motivate people, give per-
sonalized feedback, or do tasks for you.
But for that to happen, computers must
understand facial expressions and ges-
tures as a way of communicating.” O
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tion. This hormone is supposed to be safe for
humans to eat. However, only if our milk supply
is carefully labeled will it be possible to
determine the real effects of milk from these
cows on humans or other species.
Such labeling is not now required, but it
should be.
Joanne Ashley
Manlius, NY

I am a chemical engineer who has been
working in hazardous waste management and
permitting for almost 23 years, and I have
recently spent a great deal of time reviewing
Greenpeace’s pseudoscientific documents.
The documents I have reviewed are always
misleading, technically incorrect, biased, and
never peer-reviewed. Seeing a Greenpeace
report quoted in your magazine, as if it were a
credible scientific organization, concerns me
greatly because of the implicit approval.

Jim Cudahy
Knoxville, Tenn.

Many toxic substances like DDT build up in
fatty tissues. What happens to toxins if a per-
son diets and loses fat? Is the person subjected
to a secondary poisoning by the rerelease or
megadose of concentrated toxins?

Gregory Hill
Reading, Pa.

The simple answer is yes. As dieting releases fat

into the bloodstream, it is recirculated through-
out the body. This also explains why nursing —
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which releases breast fat into milk — can transfer
relatively high concentrations of fat-stored toxi-
cants to a baby (see “Organochlorines lace Inuit
breast milk,” 2/12/94, p.111). —J. A. Raloft

The indictment of chlorine in the environ-
ment appears to be alarming, but the inconse-
quential factoids supporting it make a hash of
reasoned (and reasonable) discussion.

What meaning can one attach to the state-
ment that “42 chemicals or classes of chemi-
cals [are] reported to affect the reproductive or
hormone system. Twenty-three of the com-
pounds — 55 percent — contain chlorine as an
essential ingredient”? How many of these
chemicals or classes of chemicals contained
such “essential ingredients” as nitrogen, phos-
phorus, sulfur, sodium, potassium, or half a
hundred other elements? Certainly, carbon
and hydrogen show up 100 percent of the time.

Abolish chlorine usage? Ask people to stop
using bleach and table salt? Ask sewage treat-
ment and water treatment authorities to stop
chlorinating? If we abolish the use of chlorine,
then plague, pestilence, and famine will sweep
across the world. Of course, we’ll survive at
reduced population levels, but that's OK be-
cause our hearts are pure.

Charles J. Sterner
Bethlehem, Pa.

Lifetime vs. annual cancer rate
“Sunscreen can't give blanket protection”
(SN: 1/22/94, p.54) states that 1 in 105 Ameri-
cans will develop melanoma and that 20 per-
cent of them will die from it. At a current U.S.
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population of approximately 260 million, this

would correspond to around 500000 deaths

per year. The article stated that in 1993 there

were 6,800 deaths.

Is this an error in the statistics or a very
aggressive projection of melanoma cases?

Matthew L. Young

Chaska, Minn.

Not that agressive! Actually, 1 in 105 people in the
United States will develop melanoma in the
course of a lifetime, not each year —T. Adler

No hocus about this focus

Talk about hocus-pocus (hocus-focus?).
The article on biodiversity (“Biodiversity
helps keep ecosystems healthy” SN: 2/5/94,
p.84) shows two pictures. One is of the blue sky,
the other a closeup chock-full of plants. One
shows green and brown grasses, the other a
pretty pink flower.

I hope your readers were not as fooled by the
psychological photographic trickery as you
were.

A. Robert Spitzer
Royal Oak, Mich.

The story is based on data, not photographs. It
would only be trickery if the images misrepre-
sented what the data say. —E. Pennisi
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