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The Veil Lifts: Exploring the Psi
Phenomenon in the Soviet Bloc

For decades, the vast expanse of the Soviet Union and its
satellite states was known as the Iron Curtain—a political,
military, and ideological barrier that separated the Eastern Bloc
from the West. While the world focused on the space race,
nuclear arms, and spycraft, a different kind of investigation was
unfolding behind this barrier. This was a realm not of rockets and
satellites, but of the human mind. The story of Psychic
Discoveries Behind The Iron Curtain is a tale of government-
funded laboratories, legendary spoon benders, and a relentless,
secretive quest to weaponize the intangible.

For many in the West, the concept of psychic phenomena was
relegated to the fringes of society—parlor tricks, spiritualist
church meetings, and sensationalized tabloid headlines. In the
Soviet Union, however, it was treated with a cold, hard, scientific
pragmatism. The state did not care about spirituality; it cared
about results. If the human mind could influence matter, disrupt
electronics, or gather intelligence without physical presence, the
KGB wanted to know how to harness it. This pragmatic, often
ruthless, approach led to decades of research that would
eventually become known to the West through the
groundbreaking work of authors like Sheila Ostrander and Lynn
Schroeder, whose 1970 book Psychic Discoveries Behind the Iron
Curtain blew the lid off this clandestine world.

This article delves deep into that history, exploring the key
figures, the controversial experiments, and the lingering legacy
of a scientific pursuit that was as strange as it was state-
sponsored. We will examine how Eastern Bloc researchers
differed from their Western counterparts, and why their
discoveries continue to fascinate and perplex us today.

The Soviet Mandate: A Psi Arms Race

The foundation of Soviet parapsychology was starkly different
from its American or British equivalent. In the West, research
into psychic phenomena was often privately funded, linked to
religious or spiritual movements, or conducted by academics
risking their professional reputations. In the Soviet Union, it was
a matter of national security. The prevailing ideology of
dialectical materialism did not forbid the study of the mind; it
merely demanded a physical explanation. If telepathy was real,
it had to be a form of energy—a radio wave of the brain that
could be measured, amplified, and directed.

This led to a massive, albeit secret, research program. The
Soviets were not looking for proof of life after death or spiritual
enlightenment. They were looking for a new weapon. The idea of
a "psychotronic" weapon—a device or trained human that could
cause heart attacks, scramble computer code, or implant
thoughts from a distance—was an irresistible prospect for the
intelligence services. This militarized focus gave Soviet research
a unique intensity and a disturbing edge. The term
"psychotronics" itself was coined in the Eastern Bloc to describe
the study of the interaction between living organisms and
energy fields, a field that conveniently sidestepped the more
mystical connotations of "parapsychology."

One of the most significant hubs of this research was the
Institute of Brain Research in Leningrad and, later, the

secretive laboratories in Novosibirsk (Academgorodok) and
Moscow. Under the direction of scientists like Dr. Leonid Vasiliev,
a prominent physiologist, experiments were conducted to test
the limits of telepathic suggestion. Vasiliev's experiments in the
1930s and 1960s were rigorous by any standard. He used
shielded rooms, faraday cages, and distant targets to try and
isolate the carrier wave of thought. His work, later published in
the West, demonstrated that telepathy did not appear to be
blocked by electromagnetic shielding, suggesting a mechanism
that transcended conventional physics.

The Stars of the Soviet Psi Program

Behind the bureaucracy and the secret memos, there were
people—individuals with extraordinary claims who became the
unwitting celebrities of this shadowy world. Their stories are the
core of the Psychic Discoveries Behind The Iron Curtain
narrative.

Nina Kulagina: The Enigma of Psychokinesis

Perhaps the most famous and most controversial figure was Nina
Kulagina, a Leningrad housewife who appeared to possess a
stunning ability: psychokinesis. In dozens of filmed experiments,
often under the watchful eyes of skeptical scientists and KGB
handlers, Kulagina could move non-magnetic objects on a table
without touching them. She could make a matchbox slide, a raw
egg yolk separate from its white inside a glass tank, and even
stop the beating heart of a frog (a feat that reportedly required
her to be in a state of physical exhaustion and immense strain).

The films of Kulagina were shown in secret to Western
researchers and caused a sensation. They are grainy, black-and-
white, and often show her straining, sweating, and with a visible
pulse in her neck. She exhibited physical side effects: extreme
weight loss during experiments, a racing pulse, and sometimes,
a small, unexplained burn mark on her skin near the object she
was trying to move. Skeptics argued this was a clever magician's
trick using hidden magnets or wires. However, the conditions of
the tests—non-metallic objects, sealed glass containers, and the
presence of scientists who had the power to ruin her—made
simple fraud difficult to prove. For many, the films remain
compelling evidence of a real, if poorly understood,
phenomenon. Kulagina represented the ultimate Soviet
discovery: a raw, untrained talent that could potentially be
weaponized.

Wolf Messing: The Psychic Spy

Before Kulagina, there was Wolf Messing. A Polish Jew who fled
to the Soviet Union during World War I, Messing was a mentalist
of extraordinary repute. His primary skill was telepathic
suggestion and "mind reading." His performances were
legendary. He claimed to have been tested by Sigmund Freud
and Albert Einstein in Vienna. His most famous Soviet feat was a
demonstration for Stalin himself. Messing was apparently given
a task: to rob a bank using only his mental powers. He
reportedly walked into a Moscow bank, handed the teller a blank
piece of paper, and mentally suggested it was a withdrawal slip
for 100,000 rubles. The teller, entranced, handed over the
money. Messing then returned the money to prove the
vulnerability of the human mind to psychic suggestion.

Messing was a goldmine for the KGB. He was used to gather
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information, plant suggestions, and train agents. Unlike
Kulagina, Messing was a public figure, a celebrated artist. His
true work for the state was hidden behind his stage persona. His
legacy is a testament to the practical, intelligence-gathering
applications that the Soviets saw in psychic talents. He was less
a laboratory specimen and more a field operative, a living
demonstration of the power of suggestion taken to its absolute
limit.

The Method and The Madness: Unique Research
Protocols

The Soviet approach to studying these phenomena was
markedly different from the Western parapsychological tradition.
Western research, particularly at Duke University under J.B.
Rhine, focused on statistical analysis—the Zener card test for
telepathy, dice tests for psychokinesis. It was all about
probability, the deviation from chance. The Soviets dismissed
this as weak and boring. They were interested in who was
powerful, not how many people could score slightly above
chance.

Their method was the field approach. They treated the psychic
as a living generator of a field, much like a magnet or a high-
voltage wire. They measured the "psi field" indirectly by its
effects. They would monitor the subject's brainwaves (EEG),
heart rate (EKG), skin conductance, and muscle tension while
they attempted a telepathic or psychokinetic feat. They were
looking for the physiological signature of the psychic state.
This was a crucial insight. Kulagina, for example, showed
brainwave activity that looked like a miniature epileptic seizure
during her most powerful demonstrations. The Soviets
hypothesized that the psychic state was a form of controlled
brain dysfunction that unlocked latent energy.

This led to the development of theories that were far ahead of
their time. Soviet researchers, such as Dr. Victor Adamenko,
proposed that Kulagina's psychokinesis was mediated by
bioplasmatic energy, an idea that echoes the more metaphysical
concept of "chi" or "prana" but was grounded in Soviet physics.
They also experimented with Kirlian photography, a technique
developed by Semyon and Valentina Kirlian that captured a
corona discharge around living objects. They believed this "aura"
was a visual representation of the bioplasma, and that it could
be used to diagnose illness or detect the energetic state of a
psychic. These photographs were used extensively in Soviet
research and became an iconic image of the psychic discoveries
behind the Iron Curtain.

The Weights of Skepticism and the Fall of the
Curtain

It would be irresponsible to discuss this history without
acknowledging the immense weight of skepticism that hangs
over it. The Soviet system was built on state-sponsored lies,
propaganda, and a deep suspicion of individual talent. The KGB
had every reason to fake or exaggerate psychic results to fool
the West into wasting resources on a wild goose chase. This is
known as the "Star Wars" deception strategy: making the enemy
believe you have a weapon you do not have, forcing them to
spend billions trying to catch up.

There is strong evidence that this happened. The CIA and the US
Army (through the Stargate Project) took Soviet psychic claims
very seriously, spending over 20 million dollars on their own
research program. If the Soviet goal was simply to waste

American money and time, it was a brilliant success.
Furthermore, many of the star psychics, including Kulagina, were
later accused of fraud by former KGB officers after the fall of the
Berlin Wall. One officer stated that Kulagina was a "good
magician" but not a genuine psychic.

Conversely, the sheer volume of research, the rigor of some of
the experiments, and the consistency of the phenomena across
multiple subjects and laboratories cannot be easily dismissed.
The fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 opened up some archives, but
many documents were destroyed or remain classified. The truth
is likely a muddy compromise: a mix of genuine, poorly
understood human potential, gross exaggeration for political and
intelligence purposes, and outright fraud.

The Enduring Legacy

The story of Psychic Discoveries Behind The Iron Curtain is
more than just a historical curiosity. It had a profound impact on
the modern world. It directly led to the creation of the US
Stargate Project, which employed individuals like remote viewer
Ingo Swann for intelligence gathering. The public awareness of
Soviet research, driven by Ostrander and Schroeder's book,
ignited a global explosion of interest in parapsychology and the
New Age movement of the 1970s and 1980s.

Today, the research has largely been de-classified and forgotten,
but its core questions remain unanswered. Is there a form of
information transfer that does not rely on the five known
senses? Can intention affect matter at a distance? The Soviet
attempt to answer these questions was flawed, secretive, and
often brutal, but it was also ambitious. They tried to build a
science of the impossible using the tools of the 20th century.

Modern research in quantum biology, neuroscience, and
consciousness studies is beginning to revisit some of these
questions with better tools. The "psi fields" the Soviets sought
might one day be understood as a property of quantum
coherence in biological systems. We may look back on the
strange, secretive work of Kulagina, Messing, and Vasiliev not as
a failed Cold War program, but as a desperate, clumsy, and
incredibly human attempt to reach for the stars—not with
rockets, but with the mind.

Conclusion: A Closed Chapter or
an Unread Book?

The history of Psychic Discoveries Behind The Iron Curtain
is a final, fascinating footnote to the Cold War. It was a time
when governments believed that the human mind could be the
ultimate weapon, and they poured immense resources into
proving it. The results were ambiguous, the experiments
controversial, and the legacy complicated.

What remains is a powerful story about the boundaries of
science, the pull of the unknown, and the desperate desire for
power. Whether Kulagina moved that matchbox with her mind or
hidden string is, in some ways, beside the point. The real
discovery was the depth of human curiosity and the lengths to
which we will go to understand ourselves. The Iron Curtain is
gone, the secret labs are silent, and the psychics have passed
on. But the questions they raised about the untapped potential
of the human mind are as urgent and as mysterious as ever. The
book on Soviet parapsychology is not yet closed; it is simply
waiting for a new generation of readers who are brave enough to
look behind the curtain.



