
Professor Emeritus Otto Schnepp was a prominent molecular spectroscopist and 
former Chair of the Department of Chemistry at the Technion.   
Otto Schnepp was born in Vienna in 1925 to a Jewish family, he lived in Shanghai from 
1939 to 1948, where he bounced between the Shanghai International Settlement and the 
French Concession as his father continued to practice medicine. He earned his B.S. in 
Chemistry at St. John's University in Shanghai (1947), A.B. (1948) and Ph.D. (1951) at 
University of California, Berkeley. He spoke German, Hebrew, French, Chinese, and 
English. 
He played a pivotal role in founding the Chemistry Department at the Technion. He joined 
the Department in 1952 and left in 1965; during these 13 years, he served three as Chair 
of the Department. With his own two hands, little technical means and limited financial aid 
he established a modern spectroscopy laboratory (by the standards of those days). He 
constructed working facilities for cryogenic experimentations down to liquid helium 
temperature. His experiments in the field of molecular spectroscopy, ranged from the far 
ultraviolet to the infrared spectral region. He left behind a well-equipped laboratory used 
initially by Sol Kimel, Shammai Speiser and Arza Ron and subsequently by those who 
followed them. 
Professor Schnepp joined the USC Department of Chemistry in 1965, continuing his 
research on optical molecular spectroscopy. He also studied science and technology of 
modern China, U.S.-China technology transfer and physical chemistry. He was active in 
the field of Science Policy, especially as it concerned China. He was a counselor for 
science and technology at the U.S. Embassy in Beijing from 1980 to 1982, and a former 
director of the USC East Asian Studies Center, 1994-2000. 
He received many honors, including the Superior Honor Award of the U.S. Department of 
State, USC Associates’ Award for Creative Scholarship and Research, and the USC 
Raubenheimer Outstanding Senior Faculty Award. Otto Schnepp died on January 2, 2019 
in Walnut Creek, California. 
Schnepp self-published “Roots Lost, Roots Found,” a memoir of his life, in April, 2017: 
https://www.amazon.com/Roots-Lost-Roots-Found-Otto-Schnepp/dp/1545068887 
An interesting interview with Otto Schnepp:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ymj3aE2IuI 
Noam Adir, Dean, the Schulich Faculty of Chemistry, Technion: Most of the presently 
active faculty members did not know him personally, but probably heard of him or of his 
work or, perhaps, bumped into some equipment from his time. 
Otto played a pivotal role in founding the Chemistry Department. He joined the Department 
in 1952 and left in 1965; during these 13 years, he served three as Chair of the 
Department.  
With his own two hands, little technical means and limited financial aid he established a 
modern spectroscopy laboratory (by the standards of those days). He constructed working 
facilities for cryogenic experimentations down to liquid helium temperature. His 
experiments in the field of molecular spectroscopy, ranged from the far ultraviolet to the 
infrared spectral region. He left behind a well-equipped laboratory used initially by Sol 
Kimel, Shammai Speiser and Arza Ron and subsequently by those who followed them. 
Otto had unlimited enthusiasm in his scientific endeavors and in his teaching; more than 
enough to share with his students and co-workers. His enthusiasm was contagious; he 



kept all people in his group working together, very hard, also when a project failed. 
Educating and teaching undergraduates were high on his agenda: he invested lots of time 
and thoughts in them, as two of his students at that time wrote.      
Shammai Speiser: Otto was my teacher of physical chemistry, during four semesters in 
1961-1962. I believe that all of us shared my great admiration for him because of his 
scholarly approach, his enthusiasm and kindness. Later I was introduced by him to 
molecular spectroscopy. He gave me an inspiring insight into what later became my own 
subject of research. 
Jacob Katriel: He was my teacher of physical chemistry for one semester in 1964. His 
enthusiasm, deep command of the subject matter, kindness to the students, were all far 
above what I expected.  
Sol Kimel: On a personal level, Otto was truly generous. During our very first visit to LA, 
Otto volunteered to meet my wife and me at the airport and graciously offered hospitality. 
He took us to his house for dinner that we were too tired to enjoy. For the next few days, 
we covered LA, driving his car and guided by his recommendations.  
At Technion, I had to step into his big shoes; fortunately, for me there were no left-behind 
graduate students to enable a direct comparison, which I probably would have failed. 
Otto was born in Vienna in 1925, he escaped to Shanghai, China, in 1938, left for the US 
in 1948, came to Israel in 1952 and returned to the US in 1965. During his stay in China, 
he supported himself and helped provide for his family by tutoring mathematics and 
physics to young students.   
At the end of WW2, as a son of a Zionist family, he aspired to go to Israel. However, at 
that time it was impossible to leave China on the way to Palestine. The way to the US was 
not open either, but he managed to get a student visa and became a graduate student at 
the University of California Berkeley, where he earned his PhD while working as a teaching 
assistant. 
Otto left the US for Israel in 1952, and returned to the US in 1965 as professor at the 
University of Southern California, Los Angeles. In 1980 he was appointed by President 
Carter to be the Cultural Attaché of the US in China. He served in China for two years.   
The US, and the rest of the world owe him many of the current scientific and industrial 
collaborations with China. Back in the US, he was nominated to become the Director of 
the East Asian Studies Center. 
Surya Prakash, department chair, USC: Professor Schnepp played a major role in the 
growth of the Department of Chemistry at USC beginning in the 1960s, and will be greatly 
missed. Professor Schnepp joined the USC Department of Chemistry in 1965. He was 
instrumental in the department’s hiring of Noble laureate Arieh Warshel in 1976 and 
served as department chair for several years beginning in 1989, and served as science 
attaché at the U.S. Embassy in Beijing in the early 1980s. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



This is a memoir describing my life from my early 
years in Vienna, the city where I was born. 
Otto Schnepp 
At age 13, my life was forcefully disrupted by the 
Anschluss or Annexation of Austria by Nazi Germany in 
March 1938. As Jews, our family had to flee and was 
separated and displaced. My sister, Herta, was the first 
member of the family to leave Vienna; she emigrated to 
Kenya in East Africa where we had an uncle who found 
her a job. This gave her permanent residency in this 
British colony. My parents and I left Vienna in November 
1938 and January 1939 for Shanghai’s International 
Settlement, which at the time had no limitations on 
immigration and, as a result, served as a refuge for about 
20,000 Jewish refugees from Germany, Austria and 
Poland. 

I lived in Shanghai with my parents throughout WWII and under Japanese military 
occupation after Pearl Harbor. I graduated from a United States Episcopalian missionary-
founded college, St. John’s University, in chemistry in 1947. 

After the end of WWII in 1948, I left Shanghai for Berkeley where I completed my studies 
at the University of California with a Ph.D. in chemistry in 1951. In 1952 I went to live in 
Haifa, Israel, where I joined the faculty of the Israel Institute of Technology, also known as 
Technion. At Technion I rose through the ranks to a full professorship.  

In 1965 I left Israel and moved to Los Angeles where I joined the faculty of the University 
of Southern California (USC) Chemistry Department in Los Angeles. I retired from the 
USC Chemistry Department in 1992 but returned in 1994 to take up the position of Director 
of the East Asian Studies Center and I retired from this position in December 2000. The 
East Asian Studies Center is not a department, but it is a collection of faculty specializing 
in Chinese, Japanese and Korean language and culture. It was my responsibility and 
challenge to obtain funding in support of the faculty members’ and graduate students’ 
scholarly activities. The funding came from the United States government Department of 
Education and private sources.  

In 2007 I moved with my wife, Eileen, to the retirement community of Rossmoor in Walnut 
Creek, CA. Eileen died of peritoneal malignancy in December 2010. I have continued to 
live in Rossmoor and participate in various activities in this community.  

https://www.amazon.com/Roots-Lost-Roots-Found-Otto-Schnepp/dp/1545068887 

 


