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Unravelling the Indian rope-trick and the offers remained unclaimed·1. 
Many writers have since attempted to 

explain why so many people claimed to have 
seen a trick that no magician seemed able to 
perform. Some suggested that the witnesses 
were hallucinating, hypnotized or hoaxers. 
Others argued that witnesses had seen a 
mundane performance of Indian street 
magic and, echoing the sceptical argument 
on alleged miracles, had exaggerated their 
accounts over time. Despite generating a 
huge amount of literature, including an arti
cle in Nature4, the mystery was never 
resolved. 

SIR - Accounts of miracles appear in many 
religious texts, and the evidential nature of 
such testimony has long been debated. 
Where the historicity of such accounts is 
considered theologically important, scholars 
have been particularly concerned with their 
reliability. Sceptics have suggested that tes
timony became exaggerated over time 1, but 
the nature and extent of the evidence has 
not allowed this hypothesis to be tested 
empirically. However, while researching 
perhaps the world's best-known secular 
miracle - the Indian rope-trick - we 
discovered a unique set of eyewitness 
accounts that could be used to evaluate this 
hypothesis. 

Descriptions of the Indian rope-trick can 
be found in Buddhist mythology and Hindu 
philosophy, and in eye-witness accounts 
from the fourteenth century onwards2• In 
the classical version of the trick, which nor
mally takes place in the open, the magician 
throws one end of a rope into the air, and 
the rope remains rigid. A boy climbs up the 
rope and, on reaching the top, disappears. 
The magician then orders the boy to return 
and, when he refuses to do so, the magician 
climbs up the rope carrying a knife and also 
disappears. Next, the boy's dismembered 
body parts fall to the ground. The magician 
then descends the rope, covers the body 

parts, and the boy is magically restored. 
Although many reports could be dis

missed as travellers' tales, others cannot be 
dismissed so easily. In the late nineteenth 
century, the trick was frequently discussed in 
the Anglo-Indian and British press, and 
many individuals wrote claiming to have wit
nessed the trick ( or a version of it) in India. 
These accounts prompted many people to 
search extensively for the trick, often offer
ing large sums of money to anybody able to 
perform it. The searches proved fruitless We hypothesized that if eyewitnesses 

CATEGORIES OF FIRST-HAND OBSERVATIONS OF ROPE-TRICK 

Category 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

No. of 
cases in 
category 

3 

3 

1 

10 

4 

Mean (and s.d.) 
in years 
of 'lapse 

4 (1.73) 

12.67 (7 .50) 

31 

32.50 (9.3) 

41.75 (10.53) 

Brief description of type of testimony 
in each category 

Boy climbs up rope, cl imbs down again. 

Boy climbs up rope, seems to vanish, before 
reappearing at top of rope. 

Boy climbs up rope, vanishes completely at top. 

Boy climbs up rope, vanishes at top, then 
reappears somewhere audience has not been 
watching (e.g., behind the crowd). 

Boy climbs up rope, vanishes at top. Boy then 
reappears in a basket which has been in full 
view of audience. 

A brief description of each category, the number of cases in each category and the mean of the 
amount of time between the witness seeing the trick and reporting it (measured in years and 
referred to as 'lapse). 
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were exaggerating their accounts over time, 
one might expect a positive correlation 
between the impressiveness of the account 
and the length of time between performance 
and report. To test this notion, we searched 
all the publications discussing the rope-trick, 
and located 48 eyewitness accounts. Reports 
were rejected from our analysis if they con
tained second-hand testimony (N = 4), did 
not record the year the performance took 
place (N = 13), did not contain any descrip
tion of the performance (N = 6) or con
tained too few details to reconstruct the 
alleged events of the performance (N = 5). 
There remained 21 accounts that were first
hand, sufficiently detailed and included nec
essary dates. These fell into five categories, 
which were then ordered in terms of how 
impressive the trick appeared to be. The 
order was decided independently by a panel 
of magicians. The table contains a brief 
description of each category, the number of 
reports in each category, and the mean of 
the amount of time between the witness see
ing the trick and reporting it. 

A Spearman's Rank Correlation Coeffi
cient between 'lapse' (2 to 50 years) and 'cat
egory' (1 to 5) was large (N=21, Rho 
[corrected for ties] = 0.78; z =3.50) and 
highly statistically significant (P [2 tailed] = 
0.0005). This correlation is illustrated in the 
figure. In addition, a stepwise regression 
indicated that the 'lapse' variable was the 
best predictor of 'category' (r = .866) and 
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that this predictive power was not increased 
by including the year in which the trick was 
observed or the year in which it was recalled. 
In short, this analysis strongly suggests that 
witnesses' testimony had become significant
ly more elaborate over time. 

witness apparently admitted this to be the 
case6• In short, the data suggest that witness
es saw an unimpressive trick (possibly the 
pole-balancing trick) and then added ele
ments drawn from Indian street magic 
and/or mythical versions of the trick as time 
passed. This analysis casts severe doubt on the 

validity of accounts describing more impres- In 1936, the Nature article4 dismissed the 
testimony relating to the Indian rope-trick 
as the product of unreliable evidence. The 
author, Colonel Elliot, urged readers "to 
look always for a natural explanation of any 
phenomenon, and when one is not forth
coming, to await the advent of more knowl
edge, confident that a normal and not 
supernormal explanation is always forth
coming, provided we have the requisite 
knowledge". Sixty years on, a fresh approach 
to the evidence supports a sceptical view of 
the Indian rope-trick and casts doubt on tes
timony relating to other alleged extraordi
nary events. 
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Scatterplot of the 'category' and 'lapse' data 
for each of the 21 eyewitnesses. 

Richard Wiseman 
Peter Lamont 
Psychology Department, 
University of Hertfordshire, 
College Lane, 
Hatfield, Herts AL10 9AB, UK 

sive performances. But how accurate are 
those less impressive accounts in category 1? 
Evidence from the account, in 1919, with the 
shortest lapse (2 years) suggests that even 
these accounts might be unreliable. One 
eyewitness claimed not only to have seen the 
rope trick but to have taken a photograph of 
it5• An examination of the photograph clear
ly showed a common pole-balancing trick, in 
which a child balances on the end of a long 
(10-12 foot) bamboo pole held by the per
former. When challenged by a sceptic, the 
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