
Rudi Schneider Investigated by
Eugene Osty
This case study describes experiments undertaken in Paris by French researcher
Eugene Osty working with the Austrian physical medium Rudi Schneider. The
experiments were notable for the use of instruments that picked up a psychokinetic
force and established beyond doubt that the phenomenon was genuine. 

Introduction

The Austrian Rudi Schneider (1909-1957) is a transitional figure in parapsychology.
His career as a physical medium helped mark the end of spiritualism’s heyday, and
his case occupies an intermediate position between traditional studies of séance-
room physical phenomena and modern quantitative experiments in psychokinesis.
Although ingenious mechanical devices had been used before to study the
phenomena of mediumship,1 Rudi’s case was the first in which state-of-the-art
electrical equipment played a central role. The phenomena studied by means of this
equipment were much less dramatic than those of previous physical mediums. But
because the experiments seem exceptionally clean methodologically, many regard
them as especially important.

Details

The experiments were carried out in 1930 by psychical researcher Eugene Osty at
the Institut Métapsychique International in Paris;2 the results were later replicated
in England.3 Rudi produced his phenomena – chiefly the movement of objects at a
distance – in darkness or in low light. So Osty devised an innovative technique for
experimenting under those conditions. His method was to use a variant of the
photoelectric cell to detect surreptitious movement of the medium. An infrared
beam directed over the séance table guarded the object to be displaced (e.g., a
handkerchief or flower). At first, Osty connected the infrared apparatus to four
cameras, so that when the beam was interrupted, photos were taken. But although
the cameras were triggered during the initial tests, the photos showed nothing
unusual; Rudi had not been caught in the act of manually moving the test objects.
Osty then replaced the cameras with a bell. If the medium escaped from the
controller and tried normally to move the object, the beam would be intercepted
and the alarm would ring.

It so happened that the bell did ring, even though the medium seemed to be
entranced and controlled. In fact, sometimes the bell rang for intervals of between
30 to 100 seconds. Photos taken during these extended periods of bell ringing again
failed to reveal Rudi cheating. The photos showed him hunched over as usual, with
his head sunk forward, his hands held, and his knees between those of the
controllers. Nothing was photographed as being in the path of the infrared beam.
And when the beam was illuminated to see more clearly what, if anything, triggered
the alarm, the bell stopped, as if normal light inhibited the phenomena.



The experimenters also noted that on many of the occasions when the alarm was
triggered, the test object had not been moved. So they decided to concentrate
simply on the phenomenon of the interception of the infrared beam. In place of the
bell they connected a galvanometer to a photographic recording drum designed to
produce a continuous graph of the intensity and duration of the beam’s deflection.
To their surprise, they found that the interference was never as complete as it
would have been had a solid object deflected the beam. Absorption of the beam
ranged from 1% to 75%, with the majority between 5% and 35%. Moreover, some of
the largest deflections occurred while the area occupied by the beam was
illuminated in red light, visible to the sitters.

Eventually, the experimenters decided they wanted finer-grained evidence of the
nature of the deflections. So they replaced the galvanometer with a newer, faster-
acting model. With this device, the experimenters observed that the infrared
absorptions corresponded to Rudi’s loud and rapid breathing. During trance, Rudi’s
rate and volume of respiration increased dramatically, and it turned out that each
inhalation and exhalation corresponded to a deflection. The experimenters
described the phenomenon in terms of the deflection of the beam by an ‘invisible
substance’ whose rate of vibration was double that of Rudi’s respiration (e.g., at 5
vibrations per second, Rudi breathed 2.5 times). This result seemed to show that
the absorptions were somehow produced by him and were correlated with his
breathing.

Once the experimenters discovered the correlation, they arranged to record the
movements of Rudi’s chest and the infrared absorptions together on the same
chart. The results verified their earlier observations. It was conclusive that Rudi was
not using a confederate, while the number of absorptions/breaths varied in such a
way as to rule out the hypothesis that he was producing them himself mechanically
and by stealth.4

Counter-Explanations and Rebuttals

Counter-explanations offered by skeptics were answered by the physicist Lord
Rayleigh (Robert Strutt):5

[I]t is suggested that Schneider had a confederate in the room, or that he
succeeded in evading control. In some investigations, for example, those
concerned with Eusapia Paladino, such questions were fundamental. I do not
think they are so here. It is useless to suggest that Schneider might have
evaded control unless that will help us to explain how he could have produced
the periodic absorption at this very high frequency, in exact time with his
breathings. Again, as regards the hypothesis of confederacy … the connexion
with his breathings indicate that he, and not a confederate, is producing the
effects. 

Rayleigh also points out the implausibility of supposing that Rudi cunningly
prepared a trick to produce the phenomena. For one thing, the correlations
between absorptions and breaths was not discovered until the experiment was well
under way and only after Osty introduced the use of the fast-acting galvanometer,
an instrument unfamiliar to most physicists of the time. It is highly unlikely that



Rudi knew about it either, and even less likely that he planned a  ‘performance’ on
the assumption that the experimenters would eventually have recourse to that
device.6
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Endnotes

Footnotes

1. See, e.g., some of Crookes’s experiments with DD. Home in Crookes
(1874); Medhurst et al (1972).
2. See Osty (1933); Osty & Osty (1931/32); Besterman (1932).
3. Hope et al (1933); also Hope (1934).
4. See Rayleigh (1938), 14-15.
5. Rayleigh (1938), 13ff.
6. This essay has been adapted from the discussion of Rudi in Braude (1997).
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