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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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Architecture That Imitates Life
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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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For all the hand-wringing over 
their failure to amass savings, 
Americans may actually be too dis-
ciplined. So says Harvard Business 

School assistant professor Anat Keinan.
A need to feel efficient, and a tendency 

to feel guilty when we do something “just 
for fun,” may be universally human. But the 
Israeli-born Keinan says productivity-ob-

sessed Americans take this to an extreme, 
viewing pleasurable pastimes as wasteful, 
irresponsible, and even immoral. Keinan 
and Columbia Business School professor 
Ran Kivetz call this hyperopia—the habit 
of overestimating the benefits one will re-
ceive in the future from making respon-
sible decisions now. They write that this 
phenomenon—the name, drawn from 

ophthalmology, means “farsightedness”—
works to our detriment by driving people 
“to underconsume precisely those prod-
ucts and experiences that they enjoy the 
most.”

Keinan began thinking about hyperopia 
after noting a trend among fellow doctoral 
students at Columbia: she and her friends 
complained about not having had enough 

whose vertical ridges work as a self-shading 
device—something that would cut down 
artificial cooling loads in the finished struc-
ture. 

At a much larger scale, HOK is now 
designing an 8,000-acre city, Lavasa, in a 
region of India subject to seasonal flood-
ing from monsoons. The Western Ghats, a 
mountain range that hems the site on one 
side, cause storm clouds to empty after 
their long journey across the plains. Valleys 
fill up with as much as nine meters of water 
for three months, but the site remains arid 
the rest of the year—a condition exacer-
bated by modern agricultural techniques. 

HOK’s team determined that the site’s 
original ecosystem was a moist deciduous 
forest that in recent times had become an 
arid landscape. In its original state, trees 
would have maintained soil quality, stored 
water through the dry season, and provided 
a canopy to control evaporation. The team 
took this as the design’s point of departure. 
Working with engineering consultancy 
Buro Happold, they are designing a build-
ing foundation system to store water, as 
the trees once did. And for the future city’s 
rooftops, the team is borrowing from the 
unusual morphology of the native banyan 
fig leaf: its so-called “drip-tip,” a pointed 
spear at the leaf’s end that doubles water 
run-off and cleans its own surface in the 
process. Using the leaf as a model, HOK is 
developing a tiled shingle system that will 
shed water in the same way. During the 

rainy season, however, there is the problem 
of where to send overflows; for this, HOK 
looked to local harvester ants, which divert 
water away from their nests with multipath, 
low-grade channels. The site’s master plan 
will adopt this insect strategy to channel 
water through the city.

Elsewhere, in New Songdo City, South 
Korea, the developer of a 500-acre business 
parcel wanted HOK to design a contempo-
rary, iconic skyscraper. Twisting forms have 
recently become fashionable as twenty-first-
century skyline landmarks. “Normally, in 
these new twisting towers, the supporting 
columns are expressed on the façade and 
have to twist unnaturally, which gets ex-
pensive and wasteful,” explains HOK New 
York’s director of design, Ken Drucker, 
M.Arch. ’87, the design principal on the 
project. Echoes Knittel, “We know that if 
we throw enough material at a building, we 
can make anything stand. We wanted to ap-
proach this less wastefully.”

Working with the design and engineer-
ing firm Arup, the team looked to the con-

figuration of honeycomb, which retains its 
structural integrity even while twisting. 
This system, with staggered supporting 
walls cantilevered from the core, allows 
each floor-plate to pivot around the cen-
ter of the building, generating a structur-
ally sound tower based on a honeycomb 
pattern—and the twisting form the client 
wanted.

Though this approach is novel, Knittel be-
lieves it is sound. Nature has already done 3.8 
billion years of research, the thinking goes, 
so how can architects now say it’s wrong? 
Ultimately, Knittel hopes that buildings, like 
nature, will react to environmental condi-
tions and support biodiversity. “We don’t 
want merely to imitate the way something 
looks,” he explains. “We are hoping to un-
derstand the logic of nature, and how it will 
perform in buildings.” vjohn gendall

thomas knittel e-mail address:  
thomas.knittel@hok.com
hok website: 
www.hok.com

t h e  v i r t u e  i n  v i c e

The Poor Payoff of Pleasure Postponed

By using a honeycomb-like structural sys-
tem for a series of towers in New Songdo 
City, South Korea, instead of the standard 
approach—in which structural members are 
forced to twist—HOK was able to use less 
material and keep costs low.
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