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Originally considered a nuisance by astronomers, the effects 

on light by air and other inhomogeneous media are easy to 

see with the correct optical setup. First championed by 

August Toepler, the Schlieren imaging system uses a knife 

edge to enhance this effect by filtering collimated light after it 

passes through an area of study based on the produced path 

length differences.  The result is a quantifiable visual 

depiction of the changes in index of refraction on the order of 

less than 1%, which are typically difficult to measure 

accurately.  Example images and an optical setup will be 

presented. A discussion of Fourier Optics will help to model 

the lens, knife edge and viewing screen and further explain 

the physics behind this phenomenon.
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