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Escaping U ncanny Val ley
FllErmilElEnin Siggraph panel reveals new twists on old problem in creating engaging CC characters

oboticist Masahiro Mori introduced the term
'Uncanny Valley' in 1970s when he plotted

emotional response aBainst similarity to human
appearance in a study designed to provide insight

into psychological reaction to robot design. His studies showed

that initially, the closer artificial beings come to resembling

humans, the more positive our emotional response; but that as

resemblance approaches 1 00%, our responses shift sharply to

disbelief and even disgust before recovering when total realism

is achieved. Now that CG characters are achieving levels of

resemblance that fall into this transitional zone, Mori's Uncanny

Valley presents a problem to games and special effects artists.

And according to research presented at Siggraph thls year, that

prob en ray be even more Lorplex thar we first rhought AT the

show, a panel ncluding Karl MacDorman of Indiana University and

Thiefry Chaminade of Un verslty College London, and Krng KongVFX

Supervisorloe Letteri, gathered to disruss new theories and ev dence

First ly ,  the meaning of 'uncanniness' i tsel f  is  in doubt.  ln h is

research, MacDorman conducted an exper ment screening 1 7 robot

v ideo c l lps and one human cl ip using 143 Indonesian part lc ipants who

had never been exposed to robots. They rated the videos according

to a list 27 emotions and four terrns including'eeriel'creepyl'strange'

and'human-look ngl MacDorman's study then mapped local topoiogical

relationships showing which emot ons were closest to each other.

His conclusion was that fear stood out as being a strong predirtor

of eeriness: a significant finding, because past studies have shown

disRUSt is the mdin factor.
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a The drop-off in our emotional responses
to CG characters as they approach I 00%
resemblance to humans is more acute when
they are seen in motion: animators take note!

Research a so shows that uncanniness varies with the part of the body
n n \ h n \ ^ /  r a o n n <  l h - T  / n n o ) r  l n h p  m n \ l  d r ( r i l h i n o a r p T h o p ' / o <

mouth, and hands and the age of the subject.

Letteri, who worked on the CC character Collum in the Lord of the

Rlngs movies, provided the industr a perspective on the issues at stake,

reveal ng that while Andy Serk s's or ginal live-act on performance was

flawless, rf the animat on team matched it exactly, the [C rharacter

ceased to ook believable To make the character come al ve, they had to

soften up some aspects, and emphasise others.

In fact, when asked to p ck the factor most critrcal to the phenomenon,

every pane list cited variations in movement. lYacDorman saidlerkiness
- the lark o 'syrc l -  on sat ion between:peeth and ge: t r re -  is  a

major issue with robotics Letteri felt that perfertinB ro-ordrnated

and overlapp ng movements was rritical, and Chaminade suBsested

synchron sation of micro-movements. lt seems that if we are ever to

escape the Uncanny Valley, our hope ies in the hands of animators.
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a Uncanniness relates to'eerieness'. MacDorman adapted this graph
from Mori's original Uncanny Valley paper for use in his own research
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