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A. Nagel

WOLF MESSING.
FIRST STEPS TOWARDS A FULL ASSESSMENT OF THE NAR-
RATIVE OF A PSYCHIC ENTERTAINER!

Wolf Messing approached from two angles

Wolf Messing (1899—-1974) was a Polish 4
Jew and in particular circles a quite well |
known psychic stage performer, to whose
name nowadays are attached a number of per-
sistent stories. A handful of anecdotes woven
together with some hard facts have turned
Messing into a legendary figure. The Indian B
guru Sri Sathya Sai Baba (1926/1929-2011) and his followers have alded n the
expansion of the mythology around the mentalist?>. This aspect is dealt with by
former Sai Baba-devotee Brian Steel within the context of de-mystifying stories
intimately connected to Sai Baba. The purpose of this study is to concentrate on
Messing himself from twin focuses.

In the first and major part of the following text, the myth-making surround-
ing Wolf Messing is central. To limit the many, diverse angles that can be taken
into account, I have chosen to concentrate my research on the «Messing anec-
dote» spread by Sathya Sai Baba and his devotees. Thus, after introducing the
common, general Messing narrative and three anecdotes that link to Sathya Sai
Baba’s story, a version of the «Sai Baba met Wolf Messing» myth is presented
and unravelled. This is followed by the assessment of the three anecdotes. It
shows not only that Sai Baba took a special part in the creation of an aura of
mystery around the man, but, more importantly, that those, who were in contact
with Messing, willingly or unwillingly, have had a hand in it as well.

The second section presents a plea for more extensive research, because the
few myths surrounding Messing that have been scrutinised for the work in hand,
lead to many questions and open ends.

© Alexandra Nagel
! This text was originally written as a required part of the MA-course «Occult Trajecto-
ries 1I: Magic in Twentieth-Century Europe and North America», offered during February-
May 2004 at the Department of Religious Studies, University of Amsterdam.
2 Steel B. Paranormal References: Wolf Messing and Kirlian (Revised). 2002 // [URL]:
http://bdsteel.tripod.com/More/stories3.htm.
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1. Assessment of some of the many anecdotes that are part
of Messing’s narrative

According to a relative, Wolf Grigorevich Messing, born September 10,
1899, was the second child and first son of Chaim Messing'. Wolf’s mother died
when he was still very young, whereupon Chaim Messing remarried, and two
more sons were born. The family lived in Géra Kalwaria, also called Kavalien-
berg, a Jewish village 30 km outside Warsaw?. According to Messing’s biog-
raphers, the boy left home at a young age and set off for Berlin. At some point,
there, due to poverty and malnutrition, he collapsed and was taken to a hospital.
While treating him, a physician named Dr. Abel® discovered that the child had
cataleptic and telepathic abilities. Together with a colleague, Dr. Abel tested him
further on «mind reading», which Wolf passed so well that the doctor introduced
him to Mr. Zellmeister of the Berlin Panopticon (waxworks).

Thereupon Zellmeister became Messing’s first manager. For three days per
week, Wolf had to bring himself into a trance-induced state of sleep. Besides a
Siamese twin and a woman with a long beard, the public could see a boy, Wolf,
in a «crystal coffin» seemingly dead. The next season Messing was assigned two
different roles at the Berlin Wintergarden. Performing as a fakir, his body was
pierced with needles and swords. In another act Wolf represented a detective
who had to trace the jewellery that in the preceding moments had been distribut-
ed among the spectators by «onstage robbers». A contract with the Busch Circus
followed*. Here Messing eventually came to perform the act that he would pur-
sue until late in life. People in the audience were invited to write down small
tasks, for instance «Walk to row number x in the crowd, and pick out object y
from the pocket of person z». Assistants collected the proposals of the audience,
and decided which ones Messing was to carry out. Unaware of the content of the
tasks, Messing, apparently magically, was able to do precisely what the instruc-
tions had ordered him to do. The person whose mind Messing «read», was
called the inductor, or sender. Although Messing picked up the instructions

' The source of the family stems from Joseph Messing (c. 1914 — c. 2009), whose
grandfather was a brother of Wolf Messing’s father. On several points the family data Joseph
Messing offered differs from the data presented by Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Psychic Dis-
coveries Behind the Iron Curtain. New York: Prentice-Hall, 1970; Lungin T. Wolf Messing:
The True Story of Russia’s Greatest Psychic / Ed. by D. Scott Rogo. New York: Paragon
House, 1989 and Kiippers T. Wolf Messing: Hellseher und Magier. Miinchen: Langen Miiller,
2002. The biographies state that Wolf Messing’s father was named Abraham, was very poor,
and very pious. Joseph Messing knew Wolf’s father by the name of Chaim (nicknamed
Bonnek), who was neither orthodox nor extremely poor.

2 Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 22 and Kiippers T. Op. cit. P. 9-10. All further data on Messing,
if not specified otherwise, can be found by Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Op. cit., Lungin T.
Op. cit., and/or Kiippers T. Op. cit.

3 According to Kiippers T. Op. cit. P. 82, Professor Dr. Paul Abel lived at the
Schonhauser Allee 70, Berlin.

* When I inquired at the Busch-Roland Circus about Messing, Christian Orlowski could
not locate data about a man named Wolf Messing (email correspondence, August 2004).
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without physical contact, he often held the inductor’s arm just above the wrist.
From a certain state of relaxation Messing then knew what he was supposed to
do. «People’s thoughts come to me as pictures», he once explained «I usually
see visual images of a specific action or place»'.

Between 1917 and 1921 Messing travelled in Europe to perform in Paris,
London, Stockholm, Rome, Geneva, and other cities. After an extended stay in
Warsaw, touring continued in 1922, bringing him to Brazil, Argentina, Mexico,
India, Japan, and Australia®. In 1937, so the biographers tell, Messing forecasted
the end of Adolf Hitler’s reign: «Hitler will die if he turns toward the East»’.
Having his head priced at 200,000 Marks, Messing fled, in 1939, from Warsaw
to Russia. Eventually based in Moscow, he travelled throughout the USSR to
bring his act on stage. After his wife’s death in 1960 and without children, Wolf
Messing became a lonely man, and passed away thirteen years later, on Novem-
ber 8, 1974.

1.1. Three stories from Ostrander & Schroeder link Messing to Sai Baba

When in 1970 Sheila Ostrander & Lynn Schroeder published «Psychic
Discoveries Behind the Iron Curtainy», they devoted Chapter 4 to a «popular»
man. Although Wolf Messing was referred to often, they didn’t have the oppor-
tunity to meet him personally. Hence, the description of his life, including most
of the above, was based upon the biographical articles which had been published
under the title «About myself» in the magazine «Nauka 1 Religia» («Science and
Religion») in 1965%. Ever since Ostrander & Schroeder composed their chapter
on the Polish psychic stage performer, other authors rehearsed a few of the an-
ecdotes they had incorporated in their tale. One of these concerns the story that
Wolf, aged 11 and penniless, had embarked on a train to Berlin. When the train
inspector came to check the ticket, Wolf presented a scrap of paper meanwhile
mentally sending out the signal «This is a ticket!». Supposedly the inspector ac-
cepted the piece of paper: the boy made it to Berlin. Another anecdote relates
how Messing’s mental abilities made an impression on Sigmund Freud and Al-
bert Einstein:

In 1915, despite the war, the impresario arranged a show for Messing in Vienna.
He was the «hit of the season». While in Vienna the sixteen-year-old Wolf starred in
what is certainly one of the most delicious psychic experiments on record.

U Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Op. cit. P. 46.

2 According to Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 45, Mr. Kobak replaced Mr. Zellmeister as Mess-
ing’s manager in 1922; according to Kiippers T. Op. cit. 241 ff., Zellmeister stayed much
longer.

3 According to Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Op. cit. P. 44, 45 Messing claimed he pre-
dicted Hitler’s ultimate downfall on two more occasions: in 1940 during a speech at a private
club in Moscow he stated «Soviet tanks will roll into Berlin!»; and four years later: «during a
demonstration in Novosibirsk on March 7, 1944, that the war would end on May 9, 1945». —
Gris H., Dick W. The New Soviet Psychic Discoveries: A First-hand Report. P. 26.

* Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Op. cit. P. 42, 46, 416.
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Albert Einstein invited young Wolf to his apartment. Messing still recalls with
astonishment the number of books — «they were everywhere, starting with the hall». In
Einstein’s study Wolf was introduced to the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud,
who once remarked that if he’d his life to live over again, he would have devoted it to
psychic research. So intrigued was Freud with Messing’s psychic powers he decided to
do a number of tests with him. Freud acted as inductor.

«To this day I still remember Freud’s mental command», says Messing. «Go to
the bathroom cupboard and pick up some tweezers. Return to Albert Einstein, pull out
from his luxuriant moustache three hairsy.

After locating the tweezers, Messing gingerly went up to the celebrated mathema-
tician and, begging his pardon, explained to him what his scientist friend wanted him to
do. Einstein smiled and turned his cheek to Messing. Freud must have smiled too, be-

cause young Messing carried out his mental command faultlessly'.

Rather briefly Ostrander & Schroeder described Messing’s encounter with
Mahatma Gandhi:

In 1927 in India, Messing met Gandhi. They discussed politics and then Gandhi
became Messing’s sender for a psychic test. The command he gave Messing was a
simple one. «Take a flute from the table and give it to one of the people in the room».
Messing did so. The man put the flute to his lips and began to play. Suddenly a basket
in the room trembled and began to move. A motley-colored snake emerged from the
basket and swayed in rhythm to the music?.

And they shared how Messing had met Joseph Stalin in 1940, and how Sta-
lin’s men had tested him:

«We arrived somewhere — I didn’t know wherey, says Messing. «I was led into a
room. It seemed to be a hotel. After some time I was led to another room. A man with
a moustache came in». The psychic Wolf Messing was face to face with Stalin®!

The first meeting with Stalin led to a series of bizarre but, for Messing, trium-
phantly successful encounters with the dictator. <...> Stalin commanded a straight-
forward, horrendous trial of Messing’s talent. He was to pull off a psychic bank rob-
bery and get 100,000 rubles from the Moscow Gosbank where he was unknown.

«I walked up to the cashier and handed him a blank piece of paper torn from a
school notebook», says Messing. He opened an attaché case and put it on the counter.
Then he mentally willed the cashier to hand over the enormous sum of money.

The elderly cashier looked at the paper. He opened the safe and took out 100,000
rubles. Messing stuffed the banknotes into the case and left. He joined Stalin’s two of-
ficial witnesses in charge of the experiment. After they had attested that the experi-
ment had been satisfactorily performed, Messing returned to the cashier. As he began
handing him the packages of banknotes, the cashier looked at him, looked at the blank
piece of notepaper on his desk, and fell to the floor with a heart attack.

«Luckily, it wasn’t fatal», says Messing”.

The three monographs on Wolf Messing that I was able to obtain refer to
these three anecdotes, meanwhile adding or deleting specific details!. Of these

! Ibid. P. 51-52.
2 Ibid. P. 52.
3 Ibid. P. 41.
4 Ibid. P. 42.
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three the biography by Messing’s Russian friend Tatiana Lungin was published
first in 1982, and translated — and edited — into English 7 years later. Lungin
claimed to have dotted down notes around 1955 and 1962 when Messing had
told her details about his life; apparently, her notes formed the raw material for
Messing’s unfinished autobiography, of which a section appeared in the articles
«About Myself»?, i. e. the articles that were important source material for Os-
trander & Schroeder. Ostrander and Schroeder hailed Messing in the foreword to
Lungin’s book: «SUPER PSYCHIC tested by Freud, Einstein, Gandhi and Sta-
lin!» 3.

Varlen Strongin, author of the second biography, pointed out that Messing
wasn’t a writer, and couldn’t have composed an autobiography. Hence, not
Messing but someone else wrote the articles in «Nauka i Religia», thereby add-
ing proper patriotic passages. The third biography by Topsy Kiippers emphasis-
es on almost every page Messing’s Jewish roots. It is a romanticized story, occa-
sionally backed up by source references. Kiippers considered the Messing arti-
cles of the 1960s as authentic, and, surprisingly, spiced up the story with specific
novelties.

1.2. Sathya Sai Baba must have made up his encounter with Wolf Messing

The survey of Ostrander & Schroeder brought Messing, who had fled from
Poland to Russia, back to the West*. The Indian guru Sai Baba spread the pub-
licity about Messing’s extraordinary abilities even further. During the Third
World Conference of the Sri Sathya Sai Organisation in November 1980, Sai
Baba treated his many followers with some novel information about himself in
connection with the psychic entertainer: Sai Baba stated that he had met Wolf
Messing in the South of India, in 1937. At that time Messing must have been 39
or 40, Sai Baba a boy of 11 or 8 (there is controversy about his year of birth).
The guru’s devotee Samuel Sandweiss, an American psychiatrist, took notes of
the lectures, and put Sai Baba’s words in a context:

At times Baba would make sudden changes in the direction of his talk, as if re-
sponding to a devotee’s need — or sensing the time right for a certain teaching. During
an especially memorable discourse, he made such a sudden change to reveal some in-
teresting historical and spiritual information. Perhaps it was because several groups of
Russians and Chinese were present for the first time. At any rate Baba suddenly began:

! B. Menzel counted another four monographs, all published after 1999 and in Russian:
Menzel B. Occult and Esoteric Movements in Russia from the 1960s to the 1980s. P. 172,
note 62.

2 Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 21-22. .

3 Lungin T. Op. cit. P. vii.

* Although Bonch-Burevich B. Can One Read Thoughts? P. 395-398, and Svinka-
Zielinski L. Wolf Messing. P. 14—16 preceded the writings about Wolf Messing by Ostrander
S., Schroeder L. Russian Telepath: Wolf Messing. P. 41-57, Reznichenko V. The Boy in the
Crystal Coffin. P. 32-37, and Marin V. Messing Predicts. P. 38-40, the publications by Os-
trander & Schroeder reached a much larger audience. See also Gris H., Dick W. Op. cit.
P. 3548.
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«At about the year 1917 Stalin was coming into power in Russia. There was a great
change in the social order. A man by the name of Wolf Messing came to Stalin to tell
him of the reality of the atma, the unseen basis, the real self, the infinite divine aspect
of man. Stalin could not understand Wolf Messing and his message, and what fol-
lowed was hardship and suffering in Russia. Wolf Messing went to Vienna. He met
with Freud who seemed interested and wanted to study him but Messing was not inter-
ested and moved on. In 1937, when this body was 11 years old, I was walking near a
train station. On the platform was a lone man awaiting a train. He had come to India to
see the great saints and to find further evidence of his vision of the atma. When I came
closer, his eyes looked into mine and filled with tears. He became excited and joyful
beyond bounds and began rushing toward me. Reaching out to me he cried, «I love
you, I love you, I love you, I love youy.

And as Baba said this he welled up in exquisite joy himself, sending waves of
excitement and love into the audience. We sat electrified as Baba continued.

«This man rushed to me and took my hand. He was filled with joy — with ecsta-
sy. My friends were frightened, thinking that he would take me away. They grabbed
me and began pulling me from his grip. They took me from the train platform. Alt-
hough this man lost hold of this body, his eyes never left sight of me until I was out of
range. This was Wolf Messing. He had seen the atma»'.

Sandweiss’ narrative unmistakably shows how Sai Baba coloured this new
«revelation» of having run into Wolf Messing with spiritual teachings, and
twisted elements of the story published about the showman. The «atmay, the
«infinite divine aspect of many», didn’t belong to Messing’s vocabulary, and
such words were used by neither Ostrander & Schroeder nor Lungin. It is said
that Messing was interested in the Hindu tradition, but this merely concerned
yogi practices in connection with Messing’s paranormal, psychic and cataleptic
abilities?>. Even more bizarre is the notion that Messing would have contacted
Stalin to talk about the «atmay». Furthermore, Sandweiss’ notes suggest that
Messing first met Stalin, and then Freud. This is not in sync with the line of
events set forth in Messing’s biographies. Also, as far as Messing’s narrative
goes, Messing went to India only once, namely in 1927, the year that Sai Baba
turned 1 year, or was not even born. In other words, Sai Baba concocted a story
about Wolf Messing based upon a few elements stemming from publications
about Messing in order to catch the attention of the audience, and to fit his own
narrative.

Over the years, two other versions of the story that Messing once met Sai
Baba appeared within the Sai Baba literature, and during a public lecture on Au-
gust 31, 2002, Sai Baba presented the story for the second time meanwhile add-
ing a few, fresh invented details®. In spite of the imaginative content of these

! Sandweiss S. Spirit and Mind. P. 227-228.

2 Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 45-46.

3 There are five versions of the Sai Baba ~ Wolf Messing story:

1. The official version of Sathya Sai Baba’s lecture «57. Live up to Sai ideals» // Sathya
Sai Speaks. Vol. XIV (1978-1980). [Lecture]. 22.11.1980. P. 364-365 // [URL]:
http://www.sssbpt.info/ssspeaks/volume14/sss14-57.pdf.

2. Samuel Sandweiss’ version cited above.

3. The version by Kakade R. T., Veerabhadra Rao A. Shirdi to Puttaparthi. P. 159-160.
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Messing stories, one element seems to resonate with sincerity. According to
Sandweiss, Sai Baba had «welled up in exquisite joy» when he «revealed» his
«encounter» with Wolf Messing. The Indian journalist V. K. Narasimhan, who
for many years was the editor of Sai Baba’s public lectures, had also noted the
guru’s excitement; it had been «quite unlike anything he [Narasimhan] had seen
before»!. As turned out, Narasimhan owned a copy of Ostrander & Schroeder’s
«Psychic Discoveries Behind the Iron Curtainy. It is quite plausible that Ameri-
can devotees (followers of Sai Baba) in the 1970s had given the book to Sai Ba-
ba, who would have passed it on to Narasimhan, or that they had given it direct-
ly to Narasimhan. What may have caused Sai Baba to become emotional re-
mains a mystery, but the fact that Wolf Messing entered the scene precisely
when Chinese and Russian devotees were visiting Sai Baba for the first time
seems too perfect to be coincidental.

1.3. Of the three Messing anecdotes, definitely two are made up

It will be clear from the above that Sai Baba’s Messing story ties in with
the Messing narrative that had come into existence in the West. In this paragraph
the three fragments that Sai Baba incorporated in his story will be unravelled.

1.3.1 Freud and Einstein are not likely to have met in 1915

Ostrander & Schroeder presented 1915 as the year when Messing met
Freud and Einstein in Einstein’s apartment in Vienna®. Based on Messing’s bio-
graphical publications, Strongin stated the same and added that Einstein had
come to see Messing in one of the shows in Vienna, and, impressed, had invited
Messing and Sigmund Freud to his apartment. It was the one and only occasion
Messing met Einstein. Freud on the other hand, as Strongin knew, met and ex-
perimented with Messing more often over the next two years®. Contrary to this
line of events is the version that Lungin and Kiippers presented. Lungin assigned
the meeting to November /913 in Freud’s apartment, where Einstein introduced
Messing to Freud*. Kiippers also let the meeting take place in Freud’s apart-
ment, at the Berggasse 19, of which she included a picture to prove that there
were many books indeed. Kiippers elaborated further that Freud and his daugh-
ter Anna had been to a show by Messing, upon which Freud had invited Mess-
ing, and Einstein, to his home at the next day’.

4. The version by Padmanaban R. in: Love Is My Form. Vol. 1. The Advent (1926—
1950). P. 48.

5. The version of Sai Baba’s public lecture on the «Gokulashtami Celebrations» August
31, 2002.

! Personal communication with Robert Priddy. V. K. Narasimhan (1913-2000) told this
to Robert Priddy (b. 1936). Over their friendship, see Priddy’s homepage: [URL]:
http://robertpriddy.wordpress.com.

2 Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Psychic Discoveries Behind the Iron Curtain. P. 51.

3 Strongin V. L. Volf Messing: sud’ba proroka (Wolf Messing, the fate of the prophet). P. 35.

* Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 4344,

> Kiippers T. Op. cit. P. 143-151.
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Lungin and Strongin confessed that the notes might not be 100% accurate
since Messing spoke Russian and German with a heavy accent. It may have
caused mistakes to slip in; failing to remember the precise chronological order
of events, may have produced other mistakes in Messing’s biographies. (Be-
sides, Strongin warned that Lungin most likely had her own — political — motifs
to alter facts somewhat, or to omit things she knew.) Irrespective of such flaws,
the fact is that Sigmund Freud (1856—-1939) lived in Vienna, but Albert Einstein
(1879-1955) never did. Einstein had an Austrian citizenship when he was as-
signed at the University of Prague between 1911-1912. Thereafter he lived in
Zirich, from where he moved to Berlin in April 1914, and stayed there until the
end of 1932!. During those years Einstein visited Vienna occasionally, namely
in 1909, 1913, 1921, 1924, and 1931°. And there is more. For instance, it is gen-
erally accepted that Freud and Einstein met first in 1927°, and that Einstein was
sceptical of Freud’s psychoanalysis. The two «formed a kind of friendship,
mostly through a sporadic exchange of letters», but the popular press often easi-
ly paired them, since both were Jewish and challenged «eternal verities»?.

Nowhere is there any evidence that Freud met Wolf Messing®, or that Ein-
stein did®.

So, unless new evidence surfaces, the conclusion is that Messing was never
tested by Freud and Einstein.

1.3.2. In 1927 Gandhi travelled India widely

Ostrander & Schroeder, Lungin and Strongin stated that Messing travelled
and performed in India in 1927. Between 1926-1929 Mahatma Gandhi (1869—
1948) retired «from the political controversies of the day» and toured India ex-
tensively for the ‘important task of nation-building «from the bottom up»®. The
charismatic leader met people everywhere, from local villagers to national poli-
ticians. In December 1926 he went to the annual session of the Indian National

"' Broda E. Einstein und Osterreich. P. 8; Levenson T. Einstein in Berlin. P. 3.

2 Broda E. Op. cit. P. 11-13.

3 Michael Molnar (Freud Museum, London) pointed this out to me, and referred to:
Jones E. Sigmund Freud: Life & Work. P. 139.

4 Levenson T. Op. cit. P. 322; see also Broda E. Op. cit. P. 21.

> Both Michael Molnar (Freud Museum, London) and Christian Huger (Freud Museum,
Vienna) have not traced a single reference to Wolf Messing in their archives, other than
stemming from the Messing side of the story (email communication in July 2004).

® The single exception is an article by Wilfried Kugel, who simply referred to the anec-
dote as told by Lungin and then admitted that no further evidence for the encounter was traced
(Kugel W. Ohne Scheuklappen: Albert Einstein und die Parapsychologie. P. 60, 71).

The only reference Barbara Wolff (Albert Einstein Archives, Jerusalem, email corre-
spondence July 2004) could find on a combination of Messing and Einstein, was Kugel’s arti-
cle, and she made clear that were the anecdote to be true, the meeting had to have been in
Freud’s apartment, in 1913 (not 1915).

" Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 45; Kiippers T. Op. cit. P. 247, and Strongin V. L. Op. cit. P. 42.

8 Nanda B. R. Mahatma Gandhi: A Biography. P. 262. See also Walker R. Sword of
Gold. A Life of Mahatma K. Gandhi. P. 98-99.
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Congress in Gauhati, and resumed travelling the country early in 1927'. Ex-
hausted, he stayed in Mysore until he felt strong enough in June to resume his
walks to villages. On November 2, 1927, Gandhi was in Delhi, followed by
three weeks in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and Madras in December to attend the annu-
al National Congress meeting.

Combining Messing and Gandhi’s paths of life in 1927, there is no proof
that Messing and Gandhi met, or could have met, unless other circumstantial ev-
idence surfaces. Still, the event described is just a small tale; there is not much
to give it the weight of importance that the Freud & Einstein test would have
given the story!

1.3.3. Did Stalin really test Messing?

«We’d thought a lot of things about Stalin, but never that he was a psychic
researcher», Ostrander & Schroeder expressed an initial doubt concerning Sta-
lin’s involvement with Messing?. They disregarded their suspicion after several
conversations with communist scientists, and relied on the judgement of Lud-
mila Svinka-Zielinski:

It is important to remember that under the conditions prevailing in the USSR an-
ything done or written by such controversial personality as Messing had to be scruti-
nized, criticized, and subjected to constant censorship, so that he could not get away
with fraud, attempted fraud, or anything that even approached a vain boast. In fact, we
can be convinced that to survive and to exist in the environment on such a level, Wolf

Messing must be thoroughly authentic®.

When searching literature for further evidence on Stalin in connection with
Wolf Messing ten years ago, I considered no more than two observations
worthwhile, even though they didn’t come close to the probability that Joseph
Stalin (1879-1953) and his men tested Messing’s psychic abilities*. Of recent
date is a publication by Nicolai N. Kitaev, ‘a distinguished Russian jurist and
legal researcher’, who researched Messing’s whereabouts extensively®. The out-

! Walker R. Op. cit. P. 98.

2 Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Psychic Discoveries Behind the Iron Curtain. P. 42.

3 Ostrander S., Schroeder L. Op. cit. P. 55; also Svinka-Zielinski L. Op. cit. P. 16.

* According to Bernice Rosenthal there was «no direct evidence that Stalin believed in
the occult, but we know that he was superstitious», and that he «banned hypnotism in 1948
(Rosenthal B. G. Political Implications of the Early Twentieth-Century Occult Revival.
P. 407, 413). Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 66 claimed that Stalin’s interest in Messing proved the ex-
ception to the rule that under Stalin all research in the supernatural was taboo.

5 Steel B. Wolf Messing — a Lesson for Wikipediacrats / Brian Steel’s Soapbox.
31.12.2012 // [URL]: http://briansteel.wordpress.com/tag/n-n-kitaev. According to Steel, the
study of N. N. Kitaev, «Forensic Psychic» Wolf Messing. Truth and Fantasy, was published
first in 2006 as a booklet of c. 100 pages. In 2008 an article appeared, and in 2010 a book.
The link to the 2006 reference doesn’t exist anymore; the references to the other two publica-
tions are: Kitaev N.N. «Kriminalisticheskii ekstrasens» Volf Messing: Pravda i vymysel.
P. 102-143, and the info of the 2010 book 1is available at http:/www.e-
reading.ws/book.php?book=135247.
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come of 30 years of investigation: Kitaev didn’t trace any files in major archives
to verify the stories that the KGB or others tested Messing’s extraordinary tal-
ents.

1.4. The journalist M. V. Khvastunov invented Messing’s anecdotes

Having assessed three of the anecdotes that are associated with Messing,
and not been able to obtain any notices, or newspaper clippings of shows of the
«world’s greatest telepathy, it seems obvious that the Messing narrative was cre-
ated on purpose. But who did this and why? The person is said to be the journal-
ist Mikhail Vasilievich Khvastunov (pseudonym, M. Vasiliev), head of the sci-
ence department of the daily «Komsomolskaya Pravda», who simply wanted to
make a bestseller, that is, money.

One lead to Khvastunov is the previously referred to text by N. N. Kitaev,
another lead is an article by the Russian journalist Alexander Kharkovsky (a US
immigrant, living in New Jersey). Kharkovsky claimed to have befriended
Messing at the Esperanto club in Moscow, where he introduced Messing to
Khvastunov, and witnessed a few conversations between Khvastunov and Mess-
ing in which they talked about the matter!. Besides this slice of information,
Kharkovsky’s article is terribly hagiographic, and appears to build on Lungin’s
book, and/or the articles Khvastunov produced. Different yet similar is the nar-
rative about Messing by the author, painter, and hypnotist Yuri Zverev (b.
1935). Also Zverev stated that Khvastunov wanted to write Messing’s biography
for the money, and then he set off to write a complete, alternative «real» story
about Messing’s life?. Zverev claimed to have met the Polish journalist Ignatiy
Shenfeld, who had shared with him what he knew of Wolf Messing. In this nar-
rative it is said that Messing and Shenfeld had their roots in the same village,
Gora Kalwaria. They encountered one another in 1941, in a prison in Tashkent
(Uzbekistan). There, Messing told Shenfeld a lot about his personal life. Being
one of the richest men of the USSR, Messing, who probably co-operated with
the KGB, had been ordered to donate 1 million rubles to build an aeroplane for
the Soviet army. When he refused, he was sent to Tashkent. After paying the
money, Messing was released, whereas Shenfeld had to spend 8 years in impris-
onment.

' Kharkovsky A. Volf Messing — prorok v svoem otechestve (Wolf Messing — A prophet
in his own country) // Vestnik. Vol. 6.1. N 5 (81). 08.03.1994. P. 41-44 (in Russian). Mess-
ing biography by Kvastunov was published many years later: Vasiliev M. Ya telepat (I am a
Telepath). Moscow: Interkinocentre, RIA, North-West, 1990 (I haven’t seen the book). See
also Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 77: «My friend [Messing told Lungin], the writer and journalist Mi-
khail Vasiliev, with whom I spent several days at his country house near Moscow» <...> Vasi-
liev was then collecting material for a series of books to be called “Man and the Universe”».

2 Zverev Y. Volf Messing: mif i realnost’ (Wolf Messing: Myth and Reality) // Kartiny
zhizni. Proizvedeniya Yuriya Zvereva (Life’s pictures. Yury Zverev’s works) // [URL]:
http://zverev-art.narod.ru/ras/41.htm (in Russian). For the record: I found indications that
Zverev got this Shenfeld’s information from N. N. Kitaev’s publication, see note 40, and see
the website: http://www .kp.ru/daily/24397.3/573634.
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Taking Kitaev’s research into account, and believing that there are no rec-
ords of Messing in major Russian archives, it is nevertheless likely that Zverev’s
article on Messing is another imaginative Messing tale. By putting Messing in
prison, and forcing him to pay a huge amount of money, Zverev’s story has nev-
ertheless ingredients to make it more plausible than Khvastunov’s.

2. Messing’s life is in need of further research

To put things simply: there is much that we do not know about Wolf G.
Messing’s life. Probably unaware and unintended, Ostrander & Schroeder, and
many, if not all others played a role in spreading false stories about the man. But
can this imply that Messing was just a minor psychic stage performer? Someone
who let himself become a legendary figure? Why had he gone along with
Khvastunov’s plan to write a hagiographic biography? And what about Tatiana
Lungin? Did she know Messing’s encounter with Freud and Einstein hadn’t
happened, that Messing hadn’t met Gandhi, so on and so forth? That is, had
Messing told her about his life as it was after (he and) Khvastunov had invented
it, or had he been honest about the facts? In other words, was Lungin fully aware
of the mystification of Messing’s life, and was she perhaps in it for the money
too? In case Messing wanted Lungin to author a book that its readers would re-
member, it may even be possible that he convinced her to include the false sto-
ries. Lungin portrayed Messing as a chain smoker, energetic on stage but often
tired off stage, at times somewhat grumpy yet still sympathetic. He had some
(serious?) health problems. Since Messing comes to the fore as a sensitive, sin-
cere man, not as a clever fraud, the questions just raised beg for answers. We
don’t know what really has gone on behind the scene(s). The way in which
Messing’s life has become entangled in myth-making, and his — perhaps genuine
— extraordinary abilities, ought to lead to further investigations. Three questions
stirring my curiosity are the following.

2.1.  What is behind the military aircraft named Wolf Messing?

One of the pictures in Strongin’s biography shows Wolf Messing and an-
other man beside a military aircraft. The plane carries Messing’s name. This in-
dicates a connection between the Polish mentalist and the Soviet military: Is
Shenfeld’s story about the imprisonment of Messing true? Did Messing indeed
have so much money that he could buy an aircraft and donate it to the army? To
be more precise, he seemed to have donated two, the first in 1942, the second in
1944. On the other hand, Lungin quoted Messing on not trying to hide his con-
siderable monetary resources due to good earnings: «... in my situation, I
thought it most reasonable to give my savings to the army. Such donations were
then widely publicized to inspire Soviet patriotism. I decided that the best use
for my money would be to buy a plane»'. This explanation is not in resonance

' Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 61; Kiippers T. Op. cit. P. 309.
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with Shenfeld’s. Who then, is telling the truth?' Moreover, was Messing a sub-
ject of interest for the KGB? If so, in what way?

0-9907 According to Lungin, after
the war Messing continued to re-
ceive good payments and privileg-
es. He and his wife were assigned
an apartment on Novopeschanaya
Street in Moscow during a time of
extreme housing shortage?, and he
was allowed to travel by first-class
sleepers. Still, these benefits had a
p £ g drawback: Messing was forced up
t111 his seventies to work for Goskonzert (the State Concert). Even though his
talents failed him, Messing was told «in unmistakable terms it was his duty to
entertain his public»’. If Messing was allowed a special place in the USSR dur-
ing and after WWII, what have been the dynamics that came along with 1t?

2.2.  How did the concept of «thought reading» develop in the USSR?

Scattered throughout the narrative about Messing, are the anecdotes in
which he (was believed to) read people’s thoughts. It was also obvious to some
of them that authorities dictated an official explanation for Messing’s remarka-
ble talent. Messing’s directors had received in May 1950 a notice from the
Committee of Artistic Affairs of the Council of Ministers of the USSR ordering
that a specifically prepared introductory text had to be read out loud by Mess-
ing’s assistant at the beginning of each performance:

The psychological experiments you are about to witness testify to the fact that
Wolf Messing possesses some extraordinary powers. He is capable of carrying out any
command — precisely and unerringly — that anyone present may wish to mentally dictate
to him. At first glance, this capability may seem to be the result of some supernatural
power. However, there is nothing supernatural in the performance.

These demonstrations can be completely explained according to the canons of
conventional hard science. In order to make the nature of these demonstrations clear to
you, I will briefly explain the basis of the gift*.

What followed was a physiological theory about thoughts that were instant-
ly transmitted from brain cells to impulses in muscles in the rest of the body. As
a result, thoughts involuntarily influence physical behaviour, muscle move-
ments, that scientists call «ideomotor» acts, also described as «biocommunica-

! There is more information, see the article (in Russian) by Lyubimski L. Samolyoty
Volfa Messinga (Aircraft of Wolf Messing) // Voenno-promyshlenny kur’er. 27.12.2006.
Iss. 50 (166) // [URL]: http://vpk-news.ru/articles/3230.

2 Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 26.

3 Gris H., Dick W. Op. cit. P. 17.

* Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 70. The official text was prepared by psychologist
M.G.Yaroshevsky.
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tion». Messing’s «supernatural powers» were thus explained by the idea that he
was highly trained in noticing such subtle muscle movements, in particular when
the inductor held his arm.

The notion of mind reading goes back to the French Marquis Amand de
Puységur (1751-1825). In Russia, the interest for thought reading and thought
transfer entered late, but spread quickly. Under the Soviet communist ideology,
the development of theoretical notions of thought transfer, or the possibilities
thereof, had its own dynamics. Very influential ideas on telepathy came from
Leonid L. Vasiliev (1891-1966)!. One needs to know much more of the intricate
relationships between communist ideology, sciences, and secret services to find
an entrance into Messing’s place or role in the totalitarian regime of the USSR,
and to make sense of the diverse, even contradictory explanations one finds in
the literature about Messing’s «mind reading» performances.

2.3.  What comes to the fore when Messing is compared
with contemporaries?

Taking the social milieu of the circus into account, it is likely that Messing
knew persons who performed acts on stage similar to his. Thus, when Messing
talked with Lungin about «a certain Jan Guzik» and «Erik Jan Hannussen [sic],
who undoubtedly belonged in the category of psychics who exaggerated their
powersy, it could be that he told her the truth?. In order to make sense of Mess-
ing’s invented narrative, it will be worthwhile to compare him with contempo-
raries. For Messing isn’t the only one to whose name a made-up narrative is
glued: building an extraordinary, mystified aura comes with the profession.

Persons that ought to be looked into are the two just mentioned, Erik Jan
Hanussen aka Hermann Steinscheider (1889-1933)°, and Jan Guzyk (or Guzik,
1875-1928)* But also for instance Harry Houdini aka Ehrich Weiss (1874—

! Vasiliev L. L. Experiments in distant influence: Discoveries by Russia’s foremost para-
psychologist / Ed. by A. Gregory. London: Wildwood House, 1976.

2 Lungin T. Op. cit. P. 53, 82, 85.

3 Born near Vienna in a poor Jewish family, Herman Steinschneider left home at a young
age. Around 1910 he developed an interest in occultism and hypnotism. A few years later he
met Joe Labéro from whom he learned the art of «muscle reading», which was synonymous for
«thought reading», and involved tricks. Steinschneider discovered that he could hypnotise peo-
ple, and became very successful as a psychic entertainer. Although Hanussen’s biographers
have demystified the popular life history of the man, at least a sense of authenticity in his psy-
chic abilities remain. Sources: Kugel W. Hanussen. Die wahre Geschichte des Hermann Stein-
schneide. Diisseldorf: Grupello Verlag, 1998; Gordon M. Erik Jan Hanussen: Hitler’s Jewish
Clairvoyant. Los Angeles: Feral House, 2001; Magida A. The Nazi Séance: The Strange Story
of the Jewish Psychic in Hitler’s Circle. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.

4 Jan Guzyk, a Polish materialisation medium, was «the son of a weaver whose strange
powers first manifested in his years of apprenticeship in the tanning trade at Warsaw. There
were raps, blows on the walls and a stirring of objects as soon as evening approached. At the
age of 15, under the domination of M. Chlopicki, at the time an acknowledged spiritualist, he
became a professional medium» (Fodor N. Encyclopaedia of Psychic Research. P. 156). Guz-

yk achieved great success in St. Petersburg, but was often caught in fraud. It may be explained
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1916)!, Bert Reese aka Berthold ReeBe (1851-1926)%, Arnold Henskens (1912—
1948)°, and Washington Irving Bishop (1855-1889)* Half of these men had
Jewish backgrounds like Messing, and all exhibited extraordinary powers. Albe-
it faked or genuine, they puzzled the minds of their audiences and those who
tried to test them on their merits.

Comparing these persons will illustrate how complex and varied the ways
are in which the «paranormal» and «entertainment» are intertwined. In Hanus-
sen’s case most of the «supernatural» acts were proven trickery. Houdini had his
own amazing acts, and tried to debunk spiritualists who claimed supernatural
powers. Guzyk was a fraud but at the same time seemed to have had genuine
paranormal abilities. Arnold Henskens had a religious mission and it is difficult
to dismiss his extraordinary acts as tricks. Somewhere in this range of possibili-
ties Messing will fit in, but where?

by the fact that his powers were highly commercialized and he gave as many as five séances a
day.

! Born in Budapest, Houdini emigrated at the age of four with his parents to the USA. He
made his debut in 1912 with the famous Chinese Water Torture Cell escape at the Circus Busch
in Berlin. On Houdini see, among others, Ernst B. M. L., Carrington H. Houdini and Conan
Doyle: The story of a strange friendship. London: Hutschinson & Co., 1933, and Meyer B. C.
Houdini: A Mind in Chains. A Psychoanalytic Portrait. New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1976.

2 Bert Reese specialized in reading «clairvoyantly» small written notes, and was a subject
of interest for several academics (Fodor N. Op. cit. P. 325).

3 Arnold Henskens, an artist working for an advertising company, was related to Hannie
Schaft, a woman well known in the Netherlands for her work in the Dutch resistance during
WWIL One night in 1945, Schaft (by that time already killed) appeared in a dream. After wak-
ing up the next morning, Henskens discovered to his own surprise a portrait of Schaft that he
must have made that night. More dreams and visions followed, as did feelings of physical in-
vulnerability, and a religious urge. Out of a God-sent mission, Henskens began to visit pubs,
where he ate glass and razorblades. His body was pierced by rusty knives, or by sharpened
wheel spokes. Nothing hurt him — he was invulnerable indeed. Continuing such performances
(demonstrations) in the role of a fakir, he turned down an offer from the Circus Barnum and
Bailey to perform for the payment of a million dollar for one month in the US. His argument:
«My invulnerability is not about money, only the spiritual mattersy, but he did cooperate with
several medical investigations (Groot J. D. de. De Onkwetsbare Profeet: Het Nederlandse
Fenomeen Mirin Dajo. P. 64, my translation).

* Washington I. Bishop’s physique resembles Messing’s cataleptic performances as a
boy. Bishop gave «thought reading» demonstrations in 1881 to people who founded the Society
for Psychical Research the following year: «Bishop vacated the room and a chosen person hid
an object or agreed to concentrate exclusively on something in the room; Bishop would return,
and, lightly holding the hand of the chosen person, would claim to be led to the object by read-
ing their thoughts. Other tricks involved asking subjects to concentrate on a pain in their body,
which the «reader» isolated, or reading the numbers on banknotes whilst blindfolded. <...> Un-
like popular music-hall entertainers, Bishop claimed no supernatural powers — indeed, he pub-
lished a short guide on the secret mnemonics employed by alleged clairvoyants, attacking those
«too ready to ascribe to the supernatural that which they do not understand». The American
Bishop tended to ascribe his own powers to acute muscular sensitivity — reading thoughts from
unconscious bodily cues (Luckhurst R. The Invention of Telepathy, 1870-1901. P. 63).
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3. Messing is an enigmatic figure

Dozens of other questions can be asked but it 1s time to wind up the discus-
sion. The main conclusion I feel able to draw from my investigation into Wolf
Messing is an insight only. Due to the hagiographic literature Messing remains
an interesting but enigmatic figure. And due to the complexity of scientific, po-
litical and social forces of the era, research into the man and/or his psychic abili-
ties complicate investigations enormously. There is also a language barrier: over
the last decade much new material has appeared on the internet but since I do
not speak Russian, I am severely handicapped in assessing that data. Hopefully
others will continue in-depth research on the man and on his work.
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