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King of the Wizards

King of the Wizards

Nobody knew the Magician’s surname, let alone the name
of his hometown or much else about his personal history, and
everyone had called him Magician for so long even he'd for-
gotten his real name. But before describing this unusual
fortune-teller in any more detail, it’s first necessary to de-
scribe the fortune-telling profession and the position the
Magician occupies in that world.

So-called fortune-tellers, including those adept at reading
faces or who otherwise rely on their slick tongues to make a
living, are practitioners of one of the hustling arts. Of the
many different kinds of fortune-tellers, the least successful,
though both numerous and ubiquitous, are those who ply
their trade from old-fashioned tables covered with blue,
coarse-cotton cloth, a portion of which typically hangs down
in front and bears the fortune-teller's name, for example
“Li; the Iron Mouth”, or “Yang, the Sorcerer”. A diagram
of the sixty-four hexagrams as set forth in the Book of
Changes is drawn in the centre of the cloth, and off to one
side is a dog-eared, half-rolled up edition of that classic
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King of the Wizards

work, sixteen large, round chess pieces, a folding fan and a
small teapot from Yixing. This class of fortune-teller sits
erect on a small square bench, his back propped up against a
wall on which is pasted a white cloth bearing the large
character for “HONEST READINGS”, and though he faces
the street, the dictates of his occupation preclude him from
casually glancing around at passersby, but rather require him
to convey the impression that his partly closed eyes are fo-
cused on the Book of Changes or that he’s dozing.. This is -
how these fortune-tellers respectfully “welcome” their
downtrodden customers to their stalls.

Although these individuals regard themselves as tellers of
fortunes, as a matter of fact they’re nothing but disreputable
beggars, and are commonly referred to as “diviners” for one
very good reason: the left side of the written character for
“diviner” is a straight line representing a beggar’s bamboo
cane which such “beggars” carry as they roam around the
streets in search of food, and the right side is a dot which for
all intents and purposes depicts a begging bowl. As Heaven
is my witness, this isn’t intended to satirise these sorcerers,
it’s just a fact of life that’s been true for centuries. Beggars
propped up by long bamboo poles, carrying their begging
bowls from door to door have always had to sing songs of
good cheer to hustle for their supper; predicting great
wealth, imminent promotions, or auspicious breezes from
the east bringing prosperity to man and livestock alike, and

which are all calculated to dull the mind and induce a state of
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King of the Wizards

euphoria that will elicit contributions of leftover food and a
few small coins.

It’s inevitable that a number of these flattering mendi-
cants will come up empty for their efforts. Can you imagine
how many hundreds of beggars make daily pilgrimages to the
mansions of the rich and powerful? With so many beggars
outside their gates singing the same monotonous songs of
good fortune, naturally the benefactors eventually become
bored and lose all interest in charity. And worse still, if one
of these serenading panhandlers predicts that the owner’s
five sons will all have promising futures, indeed the most
desired and moving prophecy one could make in a land hav-
ing a great preference for male offspring, and it turns out
that the lady of the house has just given birth to her fifth
daughter, you can well understand the stingy mood of the
angry husband, and the fortune-teller who makes such a
prediction should consider himself lucky if he doesn’t get
clobbered with a watermelon rind.

Of course, some of these beggars are more cagey and don't
waste their time standing in front of these mansions merely
cooing pretty words. Their claim to fame is to dawdle
around with both eyes fixed on the roof , looking absolutely
flabbergasted, provoking the owner to wonder what problem
there could be with his roof. And to further their little con,
the beggar will suddenly cry out, “oh, what a shame!” then
sigh deeply, causing the owner, as if on cue, to rush out

and compliantly ask: “Sir, why do you s.igh when you look
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King of the Wizards

up at my roof?”
“It’s a long story,” the beggar replies, shaking his head
and babbling on as if talking to himself. “Good fortune con-

tains the seeds of disaster, and disaster contains the seeds of

-
i

good fortune.’

This abstruse prediction induces such fright in the owner
of the house that he will begin to sweat profusely, and im-
mediately bow in reverence before this street seer. “No
matter what it takes, sir, please let me know how I can
change my bad luck.” Then when the fortune-teller requests
the necessary information, the prospect will spill out his
surname and given name, his parents’ current residence, his
place of birth and birth date, the year he contracted measles
as a child, the date of his marriage, and the animal associ-
ated with the year of his wife’s birth; and will also describe
his son’s temperament and their family’s domestic problems
in such detail that he won’t even leave out the fact that the
family’s mule and horse are both infertile.

Without waiting for the owner of the house to finish this
endless list of essentials, the fortune-teller will indicate that
he’s already determined his fortune, and that he can rest as-
sured his family won’t suffer any major calamities: notwith-
standing the minor problem associated with the roof, the
owner's face imparts good fortune, and eventually he’ll enjoy
both wealth and prominence. Naturally, a generous reward
follows.

You see, isn’t this clearly another form of begging? Just
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