









FORTUNA

“With his customary scholarly zeal, Nigel Pennick’s nevertheless accessible examination of our love/hate relationship with fortune, or luck, throughout history takes us deeply into the interlocked worlds of religion and superstition—with a fair sprinkling of human foolishness. With diverse quotations from the likes of the Oracle of Delphi and George Orwell’s 1984 and locations from ancient Egypt to the gambling dens of the Deep South, this uniquely thorough history of luck is comprehensive, riveting, and intriguing.”

LYNN PICKNETT AND CLIVE PRINCE,
AUTHORS OF WHEN GOD HAD A WIFE

“From the ancient Roman oracle of Praeneste to the geomantic potato divination of Essex, from Dame Fortuna to Lady Luck, Nigel Pennick explores the guiding principle of both gambling and divination. He spreads a table of delights where number, probability, and randomness each turn Fortuna’s Wheel.”

CAITLÍN AND JOHN MATTHEWS,
AUTHORS OF THE LOST BOOK OF THE GRAIL

“Can fate and fortune be foretold or even changed? In this extraordinary new book, Nigel Pennick considers what fortune really is and how, over the years, people have sought to control it. He examines how it has fascinated artists, scientists, and philosophers and explores the many fascinating forms of divination and prediction employed over time. Wonderfully written, Fortuna: The Sacred and Profane Faces of Luck is a must for anyone who wonders what the future may hold.”

GRAHAM PHILLIPS, AUTHOR OF THE MYSTERY OF DOGGERLAND

“With a scholar’s rigorous research and a sage’s wisdom, Pennick has crafted this multifaceted picture of Lady Luck, ranging from the history of oracles, divination, and games of chance to the many marvelous ways people have courted fortune’s favor through the ages—including badger’s teeth sewn into a pocket and special incense that burns away to reveal lucky numbers—and much, much more. Fortuna is a work of fascinating and thought-provoking beauty.”

CAIT JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF
WITCH WISDOM FOR MAGICAL AGING

“In Fortuna, established wisdomkeeper Nigel Pennick delves into the many faces of predicting fortune, writing yet another authentic and engrossing book. I find it impossible to read without pausing every page to say to anyone in the room, ‘Did you know . . . ?’ Another definitive and fascinating work; highly recommended.”

JUNE KENT, PUBLISHER OF INDIE SHAMAN MAGAZINE

“Pennick begins with a near-poetic overview of the human condition as stuck in a merciless complexity of variables on a celestial omnibus with a one-way driver: time. With his characteristic clarity of observation and attention to detail, he serves as a brilliant tour guide through the infinite continuum of attempts to quell the anxiety of the murky uncertainty of the journey. Persistent among these seek the intercession of goddess Fortuna/Lady Luck, their minions and practitioners, purporting to speak through the language of the universe—numbers. This is an entertaining and thoughtful book—and even offers several DIY prognostication techniques used over time to (possibly) help readers’ navigate life decisions.”

LINDA KELSEY-JONES, PRESIDENT OF THE
SAN MARCOS AREA ARTS COUNCIL AND DIRECTOR/CURATOR
OF THE WALKERS’ GALLERY, SAN MARCOS

“With his customary insight, Nigel Pennick investigates the underlying principles and rationale of divination, the means by which the diviner may appeal to the gods (or the subconscious) for guidance, in order to change the course of their luck. Nigel examines methods from bones to dice, to oracle books and geomancy, including an old method of using the eyes on potatoes to foretell the future!”

ANNA FRANKLIN, AUTHOR OF THE HEARTH WITCH’S COMPENDIUM
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Tempora labuntur, tacitisque senescimus annis; et fugiunt fraeno non remorante dies.

The times speed onward, and we grow old as the years pass unnoticed; and the days pass with no brake to hold them back.
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Fig. I.1 Wheel of Fortune from Nigel Pennick’s Tarot, 1990.
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INTRODUCTION



The ancients, struck with this irreducibleness of the elements of human life to calculation, exalted chance into a divinity.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON





Fate and destiny—matters of life and death—are of paramount importance to all humans. “What will become of me?” is a question that everyone must ask at some time. We cannot know the future, for the future is that which has not happened yet. Certain future events are known, such as the inevitability of aging, should we live so long, and death. But the duration of life and the events that may occur, whether beneficial or detrimental, are unknown. Ancient peoples understood that humans are subject to higher powers; the cycle of day and night, the seasons, weather, and natural disasters. These higher powers were ascribed to the actions of divine beings who caused these events by acts of their will. Certain disasters were presaged by natural signs, such as a strong wind bringing destructive rainfall that destroyed crops. These were seen as warnings from the divine beings that something bad was to happen. So the idea emerged that it was possible to foretell certain events of a different order. Clearly, the divine powers were all-powerful when they decided to produce a disaster, so they must also predetermine the fates of human beings. These powers were personified as gods, and in ancient Greece the goddess Tyche and, for the Romans, Fortuna presided over the fortunes of people. Her edicts, it was believed, determined in advance the good luck or otherwise of individuals, and their ultimate fate.

People who predicted, whether by chance or intuition, events that later took place, were considered mouthpieces of the divine powers able to deliver oracular answers to those who questioned them about their future. The oracular pronouncements of successful seers were collected together and became texts that, when organized in a systematic order with numbers, could be consulted. Because in the ancient worldview nothing happens by chance but is the manifestation of an act of divine will, casting certain objects that produce a number, such as cowrie shells or dice of various kinds, provided access to one or other of these oracular systems. The number produced by what we in modern times call random was seen as directly willed by the deity invoked in the ritual of casting cowries or dice. Many profane human pastimes and sports began as sacred rites to contact or honor divine powers. Wine drinking was an integral part of the rites of the god Dionysus and later a sacrament of Christianity; tobacco smoking began as a sacred ritual of the Indigenous peoples of the Americas; surfing was a religious act performed in the inauguration ceremonies of the kings of Hawaii when it was an independent nation; and the use of dice harks back to a time when homage was paid to Fortuna before they became a means of gambling.

A tradition among Icelandic gamblers holds that Odin, the one-eyed god of consciousness and insight, was the inventor of dice. The tumbling dice, though random and only predictable in the long run through the principles of statistical probability, produce a real and immediate outcome. When the dice are rolled, a state of temporary liminality is brought into being. As they roll, the outcome is imminent, yet it is not yet determined. Once the dice come to rest, the outcome is present and cannot be altered. The random immediately becomes determinate the moment the dice roll to a halt. Whatever the result, it has a stark and immediate presence, and when given human significance, the points on the twelve faces of the pair of dice can bring fortune or ruin. When the dice are at rest, the success or failure of our predicament is at once apparent. Such is the nature of gambling and a metaphor for the nature of life.

Using dice and similar devices for divination is the spiritual side of this moment of liminality, a random means of enabling us to consider life questions that do not lend themselves to linear thought. Divination enables us to transfer decision-making from the realm of the rational and the emotional into another, nonnormal level of cognition. The state of being we call reality is perplexingly multidimensional, and so, whatever technique we may use to gain extrasensory knowledge—cards, dice, divinatory geomancy, oracle books, and so on—will give us new, unthought-of, unexpected insights into the situation. Although divination has a seemingly random operating system, the outcome is eminently practical for it provides the means to think about and understand problems in another way. This is the unique value and promise of divination.

NIGEL CAMPBELL PENNICK
OLD ENGLAND HOUSE
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THE MYTHS OF TIME



The Impossibility of Originality in the Universal Laws

There is a strong wish by anyone who studies the cultures of the past to take the fragments we possess and attempt to piece them together to make a whole. In some measure, this can be done with a pot or bottle found in an archaeological dig, so long as all the pieces remain, but it is not possible with something as intangible as human culture. Unfortunately, in many quarters there is an unquestioned assumption that for any aspect of past culture there was a coherent whole, like a pot, which although currently broken into many fragments can be pieced together again to restore an integrated structure that is the same as the “original.” This assumption falls apart when we apply to it the question: What was the whole that we are attempting to reconstruct? There is no cultural whole of anything we may choose to examine that existed at any one time. If we look at the present, can we define the whole of any part of culture that may appear to be a category or unit? What is the whole of Great Britain or the United States at the moment you read this? The whole of science? The whole of art? Impossible to answer because the question, and the nature of the data required, is indeterminate in meaning.

The words we use, such as whole, give the illusion that they are the reality they name. But language is only a metaphor we use to exist in the world as conscious beings and to attempt to communicate with other people about everything we need to do to live. Words like whole, restore, dog, and god are not objective truths but sounds uttered by humans who speak English to signify particular parts of existence that we (along with Aristotle) deem to be discrete “objects,” somehow separate from everything else that surrounds them and of which they are part.

The arbitrary nature of these words is obvious for there are many other languages using totally different words to signify the same objects we have names for in English. For English itself as I write it now is the result of continuous change, making it unintelligible to a speaker of Anglo-Saxon Old English twelve hundred years ago could they be brought forward in time to read it. This in itself demonstrates the mutable, metaphorical nature of language, and the questionable special pleading of those who claim certain ancient languages as they were spoken at a particular time in history, are “holy.”

The belief that there can be, or should be, unequivocal and transparent forms of reality, manifested as correct culture, is clearly false. But the belief that there is one and only one correct interpretation, and all else is error, is the principle of the infallibility of the pope of Rome and many other belief systems that came before and after that office was invented. Religions that have a written liturgy, or equally a fully scored opera, may appear to have a coherence that defines every parameter of how they should be performed. But because they are expressed in language, these laws, prescriptions, scores, and diktats are inevitably incomplete, and it is necessary for someone to interpret them for their desires to be made real in the physical world. Hence priests, theologists, investigative panels, interpreters, conductors, lawyers, courts, judges, and other ritual specialists have existed as long as there have been written codes to interpret.

Injustice, persecutions, sectarianism, and wars have emerged and do emerge from variant interpretations of the same text. And the nature of each subsequent performance of such scripted and even unscripted cultural events means that it must be different from the previous one. André Malraux called this phenomenon “the persisting life of certain forms reemerging again and again like specters from the past” (Malraux 1978, 13). Nothing can be identical to anything else, even if it is an exact replica, for it is a second example of whatever is being reproduced. Even each rerun of a mechanical or electronic recording takes place at a different time and in a different context from the time and place it was recorded. Although commerce and the heritage industry behave as though reconstruction is possible, contemporary art has broken free from that assumption. For example, John Cage observed that if we think that things are being repeated it is generally because we are not paying attention to all of the details. But if we pay attention as if we were looking through a microscope at all the details, we can see that there is no such thing as repetition (Cage, 1997).

The broken pot that is pieced together by the archaeological reconstructors and appears to be whole again is in its present condition because of an action different from that which made it originally. In fact, it is not actually whole, for it has been reassembled by adhesives that hold the broken parts together. It lost its coherence when it was smashed, and that state can never be recovered. The object has a history, even if it is irrevocably lost and cannot be retold. The incidents that resulted in the pot being broken and buried and the incidents of it being dug up and pieced together are all part of its history. In the museum, however, the pot is presented as an object without any of this history; it becomes a historical object, which, if famous, is called an “iconic piece.”
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Fig. 1.1 Score by León Calancha under the tutelage of John Cage in Tangier, 2014. (Courtesy of Cineutopia)

Because, despite the above, many believe that the past can be reconstructed, and a credible narrative about the past called “history” can be constructed where cause and effect is shown to have been in action, the concept of the future was invented. Because the past was once the future, and in it cause and effect can be demonstrated as having “led” from one state to the next, emerged the idea that the future is also reconstructible in advance and che serà, serà—what will be, will be—and in a predetermined way.

Predestination is an important doctrine within religions whose operative theory states that there is an all-powerful god that has planned the existence of the world in advance, and consequently the present is just the place we are at in the finished cosmic video currently being played. Clearly, this is a belief that does not admit to anything happening outside the script; it renders all human life and actions meaningless. Even attempts to predict the future are already programmed into the actions that happen; all human acts of love and cruelty, benevolence or destruction are inevitable enactments of the perverse cosmic puppet master’s game.

It is clear that this total determinism in advance was not a belief of most religious teachings of the past. Free will, which means life existing in real time rather than as a replay of the Creator’s finished script, means that by our actions we can change the present and affect what happens in the future. Having knowledge, we may make decisions that produce a good outcome, and divination may give answers to dilemmas that we may encounter. Oracles operate on this principle: they may give wise answers to questions that are posited, or they may indicate the inevitability of a particular outcome. If one is told that one will die if one takes a particular planned journey, and then one decides not to go and is still alive after the time the journey would have been taken, then the dire possibility has been averted. It is impossible to tell what would have happened if . . .

VERIFIABLE PHENOMENA AND THE “LAWS” OF NATURE

If a phenomenon can be verified by some means external to the phenomenon, it is said to exist, and that is the criterion of validity in both science and law. But from this “fact” of verifiability comes a fallacy that overrides the limits of its usefulness and describes all of reality in the same way, for it does not mean that if a phenomenon is not verifiable it does not exist. But most of thinking and human understanding of the nature of existence revolves around a belief in this fallacy. Although it is common to the point of being an unconscious assumption, it is of the same order as the fallacy that because all dogs are animals, all animals are dogs. This is clearly wrong, and so is the belief that absence of evidence is evidence of absence, or even that absence of evidence is meaningful at all. Verifiable phenomena are the basis of science and technology, and the predictable behavior of some events and objects gave rise a long time ago to the idea that these happenings are indicative of the “laws” of nature.
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