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Holiday traditions from all over the world
While the days are getting shorter and
Christmas and New Year's Eve are quickly
approaching, we liked to investigate how
students of our master traditionally
celebrate the winter holidays in their homecountries. Therefore, we present you here
three stories full of family and food.
Ann Hsu from Taiwan
by Birte Zuidinga
Where are you from?
I was born in Taiwan, which is an island in the
Pacific Ocean of about the size of the
Netherlands. Lots of different countries have
conquered this island in the past. Right now,
Taiwan has its own democracy.
What national holidays are traditionally
celebrated in Taiwan around winter time?
In this time, there are three major holidays.
The most important and traditional aspect of
all holidays is to spend time with the whole
family.
The Mid-Autumn Festival is celebrated at
full-moon in September or October. We
typically eat moon cakes during this holiday,
which are round pastries (symbolizing unity)
with a salty or sweet filling. Stories describe
that these cakes were used by Taiwanese
Hans people to distribute secret messages
within the resistance when China was ruled
by the Mongolians. In my youth, we would
gather the family at a harvested rice field. The
kids would play the whole night while the
adults built an oven of dirt and charcoals on
the ground, in which we roasted sweet
potatoes.
At Winter Solstice we celebrate the
longest night of the year. Typically, families
gather and make Tangyuans: red and white
balls of ground rice, sugar, and water that are
served in broth. This tradition is called ‘Tiensui’, which means “getting one year older”.
The most important holiday is Chinese
New Year, which is full of traditions. Older
generations give younger generations money
in red envelopes for good luck and loud
fireworks help chasing bad luck away. When
saying the idiom, “you have a lot of money left
of every year”, ‘left’ sounds like ‘fish’.

Tangyuan

Greek 'Christmas tree'
Therefore, we make a dish containing a
whole fish (recipe on page 4). Another idiom,
“to improve with every step”, relates to
bamboo because this grows in segments. So,
we make a dish with steamed bamboo and
pork in soy bean sauce with garlic.

What kind of food do you typically eat with
these celebrations?
We have several sweets, like cookies and
buns. We also have a Chrismas bread with
anise and decorated with a cross on top.
What food is your favorite?
‘Melomakarona’, they are cookies with honey
in them.
Where could we find a recipe?
https://akispetretzikis.com/en/categories/
glyka/ta-melomakarona-toy-akh
Nutsa Nanuashvili from Georgia
by Evan Lewis-Healey

Where are you from, and can you tell me a bit
about your home country?
I’m from Georgia (officially Republic of
Georgia). I lived in Tbilisi - the capital. It’s
Varvara Mathiopoulou from Greece
located in eastern Europe in the Caucasus
by Sven Wientjes
region. Generally, we have great food and
even better wine - especially from the Eastern
Where are you from?
part of Georgia. Since there are so many
Athens in Greece.
mountains, many have mountaineering/rock
Which holidays do you traditionally
climbing/skiing as a hobby, despite being at
celebrate in Greece?
the Black Sea; we prefer mountain sports over
We celebrate Christmas, New Years and
sailing and stuff. So it’s very different from the
Epiphany (driekoningen), but with some
Netherlands, and speaking of difference, it’s
unique traditions.
mostly sunny all year-round and we have 4
What traditions are involved in these
distinct seasons.
holidays?
Are there any holidays you celebrate around
With Christmas, instead of decorating a tree,
this time of year?
it is traditional to place and decorate a
Well this time of year is generally waiting
miniature ship in your house. We don’t
for new year and Christmas holidays! But we
actually have Santa Claus visiting us for
do have one day - the 23rd of November. It’s
Christmas, he comes only with New
called Saint George’s day and usually it’s a
Years!
public holiday.
We bake a specific cake called a ‘Santa
What about traditions? Do Georgians do
Claus Cake’ then, inside which we put a coin.
anything different?
We cut the cake at midnight, and the person
who gets the coin inside their piece will have Nothing in particular. I mean for Georgians
good luck for the rest of the year. Before this, the different thing is that we don’t celebrate
Christmas on the 25th of December but the
while we are counting down until midnight,
7th of January (it’s an Orthodox church thing).
the children all have to go outside. One of
So for us, first comes New Year’s Eve and its
them throws a pomegranate at the doorstep
celebration and then Christmas, which is
of our house, symbolizing health and
associated more with Christian religion
prosperity for the family. While the children
compared to western Europe. So presents are
are doing this, Santa Claus conveniently
mostly given around new year and traditional
comes by to drop off the presents.
At Epiphany, the 6 th of January, there are food is also prepared on new years eve.
What kinds of food are associated with
trolls that come by, wanting to eat the sweets
and other leftovers from Santa Claus’ visit on Christmas and New Years in Georgia?
Well the food varies from region to region in
New Year. To keep them out, we build fires
Georgia, so I’ll just focus on Tbilisi.
everywhere the night before. On Epiphany
itself, it is tradition for a local priest to throw Traditionally, the typical dish for new year is
turkey with sauce made with walnuts and lots
a cross in the water. Young men will then
jump after it and compete for whoever gets it of spices, but some families make chicken
instead of turkey. Mostly New Year /
first. Who wins will have luck for the rest of
Christmas is all about the sweet things!
the year.
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Zwarte Piet: a racist tradition?
by Sven Wientjes
You might know Sinterklaas already, just
like you might have heard about his
'helpers’, the Black Petes (Zwarte Pieten).
These coloured acrobats are similar to the
elves of Santa Claus in that they help the
friendly old man with all logistics of
delivering presents. What makes them so
controversial is the blackface makeup that
they put on as part of the costume. In this
piece I will try to outline the main
arguments some Dutch people often use
to 'justify’ Zwarte Piet, so you can be
prepared if it ever comes up in any of your
conversations.
According to the ‘legend’ of Sinterklaas,
he uses his white horse Amerigo to travel
over the roofs of houses, while Zwarte
Pieten go inside through chimneys to drop
off the presents. Since the chimneys will be
used and dirty in the winter, of course
Zwarte Piet can expect to get a coloured
face from this, the argumentation goes. Piet
is actually a white man is argued, who
acquires a black face from this practice.
This doesn’t work as an objection to
one of the alternatives offered to Zwarte
Piet: the so-called ‘Roetveegpiet’.
Roetveegpiet is not completely blackfaced
but only has smears of grime over his face,
not looking like a black person. Also,
Roetveegpiet does not have to get bright
red lips or big golden earrings, which are
part of blackface tradition but do not link
to the chimney story.

A practical objection some people raise
against Roetveegpiet is that it does not fully
cover the identity of whoever is playing the
Piet. The thick layer of facial paint in the
Zwarte Piet makes sure children do not
recognize their family or friends playing Piet
at some event. It is hard to say how serious
of a problem this would be, but one different
alternative solves this elegantly. Rainbowcoloured Petes would cover the identity of
the actors just as effectively. There are even
eccentric possibilities such as a StroopwafelPiet.
If both objections are taken seriously it
might seem there is not one alternative as
‘suitable’ as the original Zwarte Piet. A third
argument people often give for not wanting
to change Zwarte Piet however, is that they
do not believe the intention is racist in the
first place. It is sometimes said only a very
small but vocal minority actually believe
Zwarte Piet is racist. Changing the whole
concept for ‘only’ these few people would be
ridiculous. It is our Dutch tradition, those
few who do not agree should assimilate to it.
These three arguments are the main ones
used to defend Zwarte Piet against criticism.
Now there is lots of debate about the
actual roots of Zwarte Piet and whether it
stems from a blackface tradition, and
whether Zwarte Piet as a person is actually
black or just smudged. Recent historical
research (1) has uncovered old Dutch
publications that describe Zwarte Piet as an
actual black person with all stereotypes of
the American tradition of ‘minstrel
blackface’, where fancy clothing was used to
illustrate how it would be ridiculous for a
coloured person to act ‘high class’. Perhaps
some day the origin of Zwarte Piet will be
widely known and can solve one piece of the
puzzle this debate seems to propose to our
country.
Before these historical facts settle into
our collective consciousness, the aggressive

and intimidating way with which some
people defend Zwarte Piet, e.g. by bringing
Hitler salutes and chanting at a female
protester she is a ‘whore of the blacks’, (2)
should be enough to uncover a tight link
between the black faces and some form of
racism present in the tradition and call for
change.
How susceptible people are to this last
line of argumentation differs a lot by place:
Our known Amsterdam is very conscious of
such consequences, but more rural areas
and even other major cities have more
trouble opening up to these ideas.
Sometimes it is said the idea of Zwarte Piet
being racist stems from ‘stadse fratsen’
(Dutch for something like ‘city silliness’).
The change from Zwarte Piet to one of the
alternatives outlined above, or potentially a
new idea that still has to be proposed, will
probably be gradual and it will take many
years before the tradition is fully
abandoned.

Regenboogpiet (ANP)
(1) See https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2018
/11/22/zwarte-piet-is-in-19de-eeuwbeinvloed-door-blackface-traditiea2756195
(2) See https://www.volkskrant.nl/
nieuws-achtergrond/waarom-hooliganshet-opnemen-voor-zwartepiet~bfedb73d/

Roetveegpiet (NOS)

OVERHEARD IN AARHUS:

COGNITO IS SPONSORED BY:
In addition to being
temptingly close to Science
park, Maslow also offers
Cognito members 10% off
their drinks if they come with
more than 10 people!

"Last night I kept on talking to Harm
[Krugers] about how fit Brad Pitt is"
- Anonymous
Overheard something funny? Email the quote
to us at newsletter.cognito@gmail.com
Page 2

InCognito
by Birte Zuidinga

December 2018

Looking beyond the dots

Have you ever heard of the phenomenon of autostereograms? If
not, maybe the figure rings a bell... Autostereograms are
patterns with a hidden 3D figure (stereo) inside, that you can
perceive without additional equipment (auto) if you focus your
eyes on a certain depth ‘behind’ the figure. Let’s explore this
phenomenon and its history a bit further.
The widely popular “Magic Eye” books from the ninety’s made
autostereograms famous by dividing the population into two
groups. On the one hand, there are these people that can see the
hidden image within seconds. On the other hand, people get
headaches from constantly focussing and refocussing their eyes
on the figure for one hour and they still fail to see it. Usually,
these persons strongly argue that the others are just lying, and
that there exists no real hidden image.
If you belong to this group, I am sorry to disappoint you
because autostereograms exist. However, to perceive them you
need to have good stereovision. Stereovision is the ability to
discern the distance of an object from the slightly different
images it projects on your two retinas. For this, it is necessary to
have two eyes – so check in the mirror if you are not sure about
that. Even with two eyes, an estimated 1-15% of the population
lives with less developed or absent stereovision. Most of the time,
however, stereovision can be improved by training.
The first step in the creation of autostereograms was made
when people noticed something strange when looking at
wallpaper. If a pattern is horizontally repeated, you can converge
(cross) your eyes so they focus on different repetitions of the
pattern. The eyes still see a similar image, but look at a different
location on the wall. However, because both eyes transmit the
same sharp image, the rest of the brain figures that the point of
convergence must be the location of the image. Therefore, the
wallpaper pattern is perceived closer than it should.
The reverse is also possible. When relaxing the eyes so the
sightlines converge ‘behind’ the wall (parallel view) while still
looking at corresponding patterns, the wall is perceived further
away. These two situations are illustrated in the very informative
schematic I created.
This principle can be expanded to hide additional shapes into
the pattern. To understand how this works, let us first consider
the smart invention of visual neuroscientist Bela Julesz in 1959:
random-dot stereograms.
These figures look like
the static noise of an old
television screen. Two
identical random-dot
patterns are placed next to
each other. The desired
shape is selected in one of
the patterns and shifted
somewhat left- or
rightward. The empty spot
that is left behind will be
filled with more random
dots. When each image is
projected to one of the
eyes, the shifted shape will
appear to ‘float’ in front of
the background. The extra

Cross- and parallel-eyed viewing
of wallpaper pattern.

random dots that are present only in one pattern simulate what
happens when you normally look at objects: some part of the visual
information is only available to a single eye. There are several ways to
project each pattern to only one eye. Julesz used stereoscopes,
devices that look like binoculars. Looking at the two patterns with
parallel view also works. Then, three patterns are perceived, of which
the middle one is a merged version of the two real ones.
Focussing on the middle image gives the percept of the floating
shape. Cross-eyed view will create the inverse image, where the
shape will appear behind the rest of the image. With the random-dot
stereograms, Julesz proved that humans can perceive depth without
cues other than stereovision itself.

Creation of Julesz’ random-dot
stereograms of 1959

Christopher Tyler, a former student of Bela Julesz, invented a way
to bring this two-image random-dot stereogram and the wallpaper
phenomenon together. In 1979, he was the first to create
autostereograms. These contain the stereoscopic information in a
single image. To this end, a small vertical pattern is repeated in
constant intervals. Pixels that make up the object are repeated at
larger or smaller intervals, making them appear more distant or closer
than the rest, respectively. This way, a more complex 3D image is
created compared to the random-dot stereograms that shifted every
object-pixel over the same distance. While the first autostereograms
were hand-made, currently they can be created easily with computer
software.
The neurobiology of how we can perceive these autostereograms
is not elucidated yet. The way the brain takes two inputs and
combines it to a single 3D percept probably relies on early visual
processing. The main question is out how the brain ‘knows’ what parts
of the retinal images belong to the same part of the world: the
correspondence problem. As Julesz showed, stereovisual information
alone is sufficient for the brain to solve this problem. Even though our
brains can do this task, they unfortunately cannot explain well enough
to the rest of the brain how.
Bosten, J.M., Goodbourn, P.T., Lawrance-Owen, A.J., Bargary, G., Hogg, R.E., and Mollon, J.D.
(2015). A population study of binocular function. Vision Research 110, 34–50.
Tyler, C. (2014). Autostereogram. Scholarpedia 9, 9229.
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Traditional holiday recipes: approved by the experts
by Birte Zuidinga
If you got hungry after reading about all
the delicious international holiday dishes
on page 1, we have good news! Here we
share with you two amazing recipes from
the experts themselves.
Ann Hsu: Taiwanese steamed trout

Ingredients
Trout: one whole fish
Green spring onion: 150g schredded and
put in cold water, 100g chopped in
segments
Ginger: 150g shredded and 6-8 thin
slices
Red chilli: 2 shredded chillis
Cooking Rice wine: 1 table spoon
Salt: 1 tea spoon
Vegetable oil: 1 tea spoon + 2 table
spoons
Fish sauce: 1.5 tea spoon
Soybean sauce: 1 table spoon
Sesame oil: 2 table spoons

Steps
1. Thoroughly clean the trout, ridding all
the organs (cut through the belly of the fish)
and put in boiling water briefly until the
scales are flipping up.
2. Take the trout out and thoroughly rid of
the scales with knife. Cleanse it and cut
three lines in the middle of the fish (to let the
flavour in, and to be cooked more evenly)
3. Put the sliced ginger in the cuts of the
fish (belly and on the three slices). And
spread the segmented green spring onion
and half of the chilli evenly on the bottom of
the plate you’d use to steam the fish. Place
the fish in the plate
4. Drizzle the vegetable oil, salt and rice
wine on the fish. Fill the pot (big enough to
put the plate in and the plate should not
touch the water! It’s steaming not boiling.)
with water to steam. Steam for 8-10 min.
5. Pour the soup on the plate out in a bowl,
and mix it with the fish sauce and soy sauce.
6. Put the shredded green spring onion,
ginger and rest of the chilli on top of the fish
and drizzle the mix from step 5 evenly on the
fish (to let it soak up the juice).
7. Heat up the sesame oil and same amount
of vegetable oil and drizzle on top of the fish.
8. Enjoy!

Recommendations for holidays filled
with neuroscience by Nutsa Nanuashvili
Holiday season is (slowly) approaching
and with it, our well-deserved and much
anticipated winter break too. Here is a
short recommendation of books and
movies about our beloved topic: Cognition
and generally the brain. I know, I know…
most of us don’t even want to think
about science during our vacation time
but these picks are mainly entertaining
and thought provoking, while certainly
not packed with hard-core science facts.
Here are the few worth to check out:
1) Robot & Frank (2012)
This is a funny, yet sentimental story about
a man coping with dementia and aging and
his unlikely “friendship” or more precisely
partnership with a machine. A short
description of a plot goes like this - Rotten
Tomatoes: ‘’Set in the near future, Frank,
a retired cat burglar, can no longer live
alone. They are tempted to place him in a
nursing home until Frank's son chooses a
different option: against the old man's
wishes, he buys Frank a walking, talking
humanoid robot programmed to improve
his physical and mental
health… (C) Samuel Goldwyn’’

medium.com

Nutsa Nanuashvili: Georgian Gozinaki
This is a traditional sweet treat eaten during
the Holidays. You can choose to use any nuts
you like.

Ingredients
Nuts: for instance walnuts or almonds
Honey
Steps:
The ratio of nuts:honey should be about 2:1,
but this can be changed to your own taste.
The nuts can be roasted or unroasted.
First, heat the honey in a pot, stirring
regularly, until it is almost boiling.
Then, take the pot off the stove, add nuts
and mix thouroughly. Pour on a wooden
board and flatten out. Let it cool down
before serving. Enjoy!

2) Conversations on Consciousness: What
the Best Minds Think about the Brain,
Free Will, and What It Means to Be
Human by Susan Blackmore
The book introduces very interesting
conversations and modern ideas about
consciousness with interviewees ranging
from philosopher Danie Dennett to
Neuroscientist Vilayanur Ramachandran.
Goodreads dubbed it as “revealing,
insightful, and stimulating”.
3) You Are Not So Smart: Why You Have
Too Many Friends on Facebook, Why Your
Memory Is Mostly Fiction, and 46 Other
Ways You're Deluding Yourself by David
McRaney
This witty and amusing book is based on
the blog where the author simply explained
various psychological experiments.
According to Goodreads, the book is “a
celebration of our irrational, thoroughly
human behaviour.”

twogeeksinbed.com

https://www.rottentomatoes.com/m/robot
_and_frank
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/11
709036-you-are-not-so-smart
https://www.indiana.edu/~cogfilms/
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4) Arrival (2016)
And finally, a sci-fi movie about language
with a linguist protagonist! It’s a first
contact story which according to Cognitive
Science Movie Index, explores how
language shapes thought, and how our
perception of time affects the development
of memories.

