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The illusion of absence is a recently described perceptual illusion in which the space 
behind an occluder is experienced as compellingly empty. It has been proposed that this 
illusion plays a central role in many magic tricks and also that it may play a role in road 
accidents involving obstructions of view, such as the windscreen pillar. The same 
illusion also seems to play a role in the art of photography. The work of the Finnish-
American photographer Arno Rafael Minkkinen, for instance, is replete with many 
stunning body illusions which seem to be due to the illusion of absence, such as his 
“Self-portrait, Jamestown, Rhode Island, 1974”. In this presentation, we provide various 
demonstrations of the illusion of absence from the arts of magic and photography and 
discuss them in light of what is currently known about the underlying perceptual visual 
mechanisms. 
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