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EDITORIAL

Scriptable is an irregular review of what was once called the belles-lettres, where we essay upon a
wide assortment of current books and articles with an eye open for “the beautiful jumble of
discordant congruencies” derived from the authors and titles under discussion. We cast a wide
academic net through the social sciences and humanities, with a strong orientation toward current
events, social theory, religious and cultural studies.

With this number we move away from simple reportage of current scholarship to something more
ambitious. The body of each issue includes editorial essays examining themes inspired by the works
under consideration. The sum of our reviews are carefully pruned excerpts from the books
themselves so as to preview the style and technicality of the text itself.

Our purpose is to inform and entertain. Through the review essays we hope to visit new and
timeworn places through unsettled ideas in currency newly minted. Perhaps to see the outlandish
as intimate and to show up the familiar as stranger than before thought.

Each issue should surprise.
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THE DIE IS CAST by Robert Desnos, translated by Jesse L.

Anderson [Wakefield Press, ISBN: 9781939663696]
Originally published as Le vin est tire . . by Editions Gallimard
in 1943.

A startlingly contemporary portrait of drug addiction in prewar Paris

Published in 1943 (just a year before its author was arrested by the Gestapo for his Resistance
activities), THE DIE IS CAST was a departure for Robert Desnos: a shift from his earlier, frenetic
Surrealist prose to a social realism that borrowed as much from his life experience as his career as a
journalist. Drawing on his own use of drugs in the 1920s and his doomed relationship with the
chanteuse Yvonne George, Desnos here portrays a band of opium, cocaine and heroin users from all
walks of life in Paris. It is a startlingly contemporary portrayal of overdoses, arrests, suicides and the
flattened solitude of the addict, yet published in occupied Paris, years before “junkie literature”
established itself with the Beat Generation. An anomaly both in his career and for having been
published under the Occupation by an active member of the Resistance, The Die Is Cast now stands
as timely a piece of work as it had been untimely when it first appeared.

Robert Desnos (1900—45) was Surrealism’s most accomplished practitioner of automatic writing
and dictation before his break with André Breton in 1929. His career in journalism and radio
culminated in an active role in the French Resistance. Desnos was arrested by the Gestapo in 1944,
and passed through several concentration camps until finally dying of typhoid in Terezin in 1945, a
few days after the camp he was in was liberated.

CONTENTS

Translator's Introduction

Preface

The moon shone down

Evening was falling over the Marne
Barbara lived in a large apartment
Artenac was packing

Barbara had brought Arichetti

A leaking pipe is by no means an extraordinary incident
To have Barbara over to his place
Arichetti had stayed in bed

Inspector Estival

Molinier was a fat man

Antoine would have been rich

Seated across from him, Auportain had patiently listened
Barbara, thanks to her fortune

In Marie-Jacqueline's little apartment

Its possible to maintain one's relationships
More than opium, it was love

Now that he was out of the hospital
Columot hung up his telephone
Arichetti's specter

Life is mediocre

The shadows offour heads
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Dondlinger counted his money

Estival was daydreaming with a sheet of paper

One of the smokers led the curtain

Arichetti's mother

Courvoisier arrived late to Lily's

Marie-Jacqueline had been living at Lily's

There are days in Paris

Antoine was not at all surprised

The Columot factory

Dondlinger had found

Courvoisier smiled sadly

Without drugs

Why this day

One April afternoon

Several months before
To readers familiar with the more celebrated selections from Robert Desnos's oeuvre, his late novel
THE DIE IS CAST (Le vin est tiré Literally, "the wine is drawn," a French expression whose English
equivalents include this translation's title and "the bed is made," the message being that some actions
lead to less than desirable consequences that one must face. Although the English-language idioms
capture the meaning of the French, they lack the allusion to intoxication, which is especially
pertinent in a book about opium addiction.) will look something like an oddity, a blip of social fiction
toward the end of a somewhat irregular output of surrealist poetry. And this impression wouldn't be
wrong: the book—which tracks the deterioration of a small band of Parisian opium addicts—is
indeed an oddity when set beside the rest of Desnos's literary work, not simply for being social
fiction, but for being fiction without any qualifier attached. When THE DIE IS CAST was published
in 1943, Desnos had written only a handful of other novels: Liberty or Love!, Mourning for
Mourning, and The Punishments of Hell, books an anglophone hesitates to even label as novels (the
French have always been more generous with the word) owing to their diminutive length and
heterodox content. Add to this the fact that THE DIE IS CAST was written some two decades
after these other fictional works, and the blip stands out even more.

But if we take a closer look at Desnos's work and life, the novel begins to make more sense. Desnos
was socially engaged to a degree that was unusual among other early surrealists. He covered any
number of political and social topics while working as a journalist in his twenties, and much of his
later poetry was overtly political. And he didn't limit himself to words: during the German
Occupation, he used his journalistic access to privileged information to aid the French Resistance, an
action that would eventually cost him his life.

Other instances of Desnos's political convictions and development can be found throughout his
biography. In 1928, he helped smuggle the Cuban writer and dissident Alejo Carpentier out of his
home country aboard a France-bound ship. On another occasion, Desnos began smashing glasses in
a club after a Black friend was refused admission, on racial grounds, to the dance floor. More specific
to the concerns of the novel, Desnos had watched his beloved Yvonne George, a Belgian cabaret
singer, succumb to opium addiction—a passive incident compared to the more engaged ones just
cited, but it's also the most central to understanding the germination of THE DIE IS CAST.

The experiences and impulses necessary to write the novel, then, were there to be drawn upon.
Desnos—who'd already written poems and prose, song lyrics, plays, advertisements, and radio
jingles—simply had to make the decision to sit down and write it.

Robert Desnos was born on 4 July 1900, to parents on a steady rise toward the middle class. His
father sold poultry in Les Halles, a famous and expansive Parisian market, and for most of Robert's
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childhood the family lived in the nearby Marais neighborhood, a medieval section of Paris whose
mystic atmosphere Desnos would credit with spurring his precocious imagination. He was young
enough to avoid fighting in the First World War but still had to complete mandatory military service
after high school. It was during this time that he first met—through mutual friend Benjamin Peret—
Andre Breton and Louis Aragon, who would soon become figureheads of the surrealist movement.
It wasn't until Desnos was discharged in 1922, however, that he was fully integrated into the
burgeoning group and began making a name for himself as a poet.

The most noteworthy of Desnos's early experiences with the Breton-helmed group were what are
known as the automatist sessions, nocturnal séances during which those who gathered—sometimes
individually, sometimes in groups—appeared to fall into a trance through a kind of self-hypnosis and
then interacted with the others from an apparently heightened or altered state of awareness. How
authentic these trances were is debatable, but what's clear from contemporaneous accounts is that
Desnos was far more impressive than the others while hypnotized (an account of this can be found
in Breton's surrealist classic, Nadja). He would become a seemingly endless fount of short, word
play—laden poems, and some of his earliest published works, the "Rrose Sélavy" poems, were a
product of these sessions.

Desnos went on composing surrealist poetry through the 1920s while also beginning his career as a
journalist. This didn't sit well with Breton, who saw journalism as a profession unworthy of someone
with Desnos's linguistic talents. It was an early crack in their friendship, and by the end of the
decade—after many boyish internecine battles among the surrealists—Desnos had become, so to
speak, unaffiliated, a free agent. Some months later, in April 1930, Desnos went through another life-
shifting event: the death of Yvonne George, whom he'd fallen in love with shortly after meeting her
in the mid-1920s. By many accounts. Desnos was obsessed with the Belgian chanteuse, and though
his love went unrequited, he grew increasingly obsequious as her health deteriorated from the
combined effects of opiate addiction and tuberculosis. During the last two years of her life, Desnos
had even begun hunting down drugs for her.

So the 1930s, for Desnos, began with ruptured artistic ties and a dead love interest. He soon found
replacements for both. In the creative domain, Desnos began work as a radio broadcaster, a job he
adored and would continue at until the outbreak of the Second World War. Reflecting his wide-
ranging curiosity, Desnos was involved with a variety of programs and hosted several, including one
dedicated to the exploration of foreign cultures and another, La Clef des Songes (The key to dreams),
in which he interpreted listeners' dreams. He also discovered a knack for marketing, and wrote
radio ads for pharmaceuticals, furs, the National Lottery, chocolate, perfume, and much else besides.
Unfortunately, and owing to the fact that Desnos lived in a time before widespread recording of the
radio, only some twenty minutes of his voice have been passed down to posterity.

As for love, Desnos had already fallen for another woman by the time of George's death. Her name
was Youki Foujita, a Frenchwoman who'd adopted her decidedly un-French first name—it was
originally Lucie—after marrying Japanese painter Tsuguhara Foujita. Desnos and Youki were
interested in each other while the marriage was still intact, but the sudden and lasting departure of
her husband in 1931, along with his sanctioning of their relationship in a farewell letter, allowed the
two to go beyond mere interest and move in together. Though never legally married, they would
remain a couple until the end of Desnos's life.

He published scantily in the 1930s, but Desnos was still writing and, for a time, strove to complete a
poem every night before bed. It was during this period that Desnos wrote one of his most
celebrated poems, "The Tale of the Bear," a response to the interwar political upheaval in Paris and
an example of his artistic engagement with society at large. It was a harbinger of the kind of work
Desnos would publish in the even more turbulent decade to come.
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In the fall of 1939, Desnos was mobilized and sent to Brittany with the 436th Regiment of Pioneers.
Upon his return to Paris the following August, he found that the radio stations had become
propaganda outlets for the Vichy regime and returned to newspaper work to make a living. His
columns were often, to varying degrees of explicitness, politically charged, with pieces on themes
like neighbor-on-neighbor denunciation and French unity. He also wrote regular reviews of jazz
records, a poke in the eye to the Nazis, who considered the genre degenerate.

The articles weren't enough. Soon after some thirteen thousand French Jews were rounded up in,
and subsequently deported from, the Velodrome d'Hiver stadium in July 1942, Desnos joined the
Agir ("Act," in English) Resistance cell, for whom, in addition to supplying information gathered using
his press credentials, he forged identification documents.

THE DIE Is CAST was released the following year by Gallimard. Employing an ensemble cast of
characters to show opium's non-discretionary appeal across class and generational lines, Desnos is
explicit in his preface regarding the novel's purpose: "This book attempts, without the author
necessarily believing himself to have succeeded, to demonstrate that social circumstances are
responsible for the daily increase in the diffusion of drugs, that addicts deserve to be brought back
into the fold of daily life, that the current suppression-based laws are absurd, unjust, harmful, and
that it's vital, with the assistance of the medical community, to reform our barbaric legal system."
The book is antidrug, but it's not anti-addict. The empathy espoused by Desnos, in these lines
written nearly eighty years ago, is admirable; the argument he makes is prescient. One need only
look at the success of models that have adopted an approach similar to that described by Desnos—
Portugal being a notable example—to see how clear-sighted he was.

Though it does at times take turns toward the surrealistic that are reminiscent of—and arguably
even allusive to—his earlier writings, the book's straightforward aim renders fruitless the deep,
symbol-driven exegesis that can be done with much of Desnos's work: THE DIE IS CAST speaks
for itself.

Of course, the reader can draw connections between the text and Desnos's life. Barbara—the
wealthy, elusive love interest of Antoine, the closest character the book has to a protagonist—is
modeled on Yvonne George, and Antoine's continually thwarted relationship with Barbara bears
more than a passing resemblance to Desnos's own doomed courtship. Antoine's visit to Barbara's
apartment in the third chapter gives an idea of the utter powerlessness Desnos may have felt in his
pursuit of George. To take the Antoine—Desnos connection further, the opening scene, a
hallucinogenic memory of Antoine's military service in Morocco, is almost certainly based on
Desnos's own posting in Morocco before he joined the surrealists. And Les Halles, where Desnos's
father worked, is memorably described through Antoine's eyes in one of the book's best scenes.

But such details, in the end, are trivia. What matters is that THE DIE IS CAST is a very good
book—entertaining, moving, replete with descriptions and scenes that are not easily forgotten—
written by a highly and multitudinously talented writer. That Desnos hadn't written any fiction of
note for fifteen years only makes his accomplishment here more impressive.

Desnos also published the poetry collection Etat de veille (which included "Tale of the Bear") in 1943;
the year after, he published another set of poems in Contrée. Both books were political in a manner
the Germans would not have appreciated, and both were semi-clandestine—meaning they were
available in some bookstores but had evaded the collaborationist censors. THE DIE IS CAST
allowed Desnos to openly address a political issue close to his heart, without fear that it might land
him in prison, or worse.

Tragically, Desnos's work in the Resistance was already leading him toward such a fate.
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Desnos was arrested on 22 February 1944. A colleague from Aujourd'hui, the newspaper he was
then working for, had called his apartment that morning to warn him that the Gestapo were out
looking for him. Desnos helped Alain Brieux—a young man he'd taken in to help avoid a forced
work program recently instituted by the Germans—escape and then stayed behind to protect Youki.
A trio of officers soon arrived and took Desnos away to Gestapo headquarters, on rue des
Saussaies. From there, Desnos passed through two transit camps and on 30 April arrived at
Auschwitz-Birkenau, where he had his head shaved, was put into a striped uniform, and had the
number 185,443 tattooed on his arm.

He made it out of Auschwitz. It seems that those running the camp were surprised to have been
sent a non-Jewish convoy, and Desnos's group was sent away to Buchenwald in mid-May. Before the
end of the month, Desnos would be transferred again, this time to Flossenblirg. It was to be another
short stay—on 2 June, he left for Floha, on the Czech border. He arrived the next day and would
remain there until April.

His time at FIoha wasn't as hard as it might have been. He was able to receive packages from Youki
to supplement the meager rations, and his duties were among the camp's easiest. According to
fellow prisoners, he was voluble and often in surprisingly high spirits, telling stories and reading
fortunes in the evening. This all changed, however, when a confrontation with a server led to
Desnos throwing hot soup into the other's face. As punishment, Desnos would be given the camp's
most demanding jobs for the remainder of his stay.

This would last only about a month. It was the spring of 1945, and the Americans were moving
inexorably closer, leading to the camp's evacuation on |4 April. The prisoners then began a brutal
march toward another camp, Terezin, or Theresienstadt, in Czechoslovakia. Conditions along the
way were wretched, and Desnos was much older than most of the other prisoners. Nevertheless,
he made it to Terezin alive—in bad shape, but alive—on 7 May. The Allies won the war the very
next day; the prisoners were free; the only thing to be done now was find a way back home. Desnos
wouldn't make it. He grew increasingly ill, and just days after meeting a Czech doctor who'd
recognized him from a photo in Nadja, Desnos died on the morning of 8 June. Weeks before his
arrest, a film for which Desnos had written the screenplay, Bonsoir Mesdames, Bonsoir Messieurs, was
released in Parisian cinemas. Two months into his imprisonment, two of his most celebrated works
were published, Contrée and Trente chantefables pour les enfants sages a chanter sur n'importe quel air, a
collection of nursery rhymes that's still taught to children today. Later this same year, Le bain avec
Androméde would come out, and 1945 saw the publication of a play, La Place de I'étoile, and a long
poem, "Calixto."

Desnos's arrest and deportation, it seems, cut short an unprecedented stream of productivity. We
can only guess what else might have come of it. <>

DICE AND GODS ON THE SILK ROAD: CHINESE
BUDDHIST DICE DIVINATION IN TRANSCULTURAL
CONTEXT by Brandon|Dotson, Constance A. Cook, and

Zhao Lu Series: Prognestication in History, Brill,
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What do dice and gods have in commof? What is the relationship between dice divination and dice
gambling? This interdisciplinary collaboration situates the tenth-century Chinese Buddhist
“Divination of Mahesvara” within a ‘ee] Chinese backstory of Vvination with ‘Yce an Ynumbers
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going back to at least the 4th century BCE. Simultaneously, the authors track this specific method of
dice divination across the Silk Road and into ancient India through a detailed study of the material
culture, poetics, and ritual processes of dice divination in Chinese, Tibetan, and Indian contexts. The
result is an extended meditation on the unpredictable movements of gods, dice, divination books,
and divination users across the various languages, cultures, and religions of the Silk Road.
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This book is about movement: the random movement of dice as they fall through the air and then
settle on the ground in a particular configuration; the ontological and positional movements of gods
and diviners through a ritual that brings about their intersection; and the physical movement of dice,
books, and ritual techniques across India, Central Eurasia, and China. The event at the heart of these
various movements is a ritual in which humans attempt to impose order, intention, and control over
dice divination and over the gods, but where both dice and gods are united as unwieldy forces that
largely evade these efforts.

This book is also about books, and about one book in particular. At its heart is a slim tenth-century
codex from Dunhuang containing four medical texts and four divination texts, one of which is called
the Divination of Mahesvara (
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ibetan, Sanskrit, and Spgdian divination ts firom the sixth through tenth cgnturies. The text was

sed to interpret the results of dice throw{ in doncert with a local, perhaps Cqunhuang-specifi

antheon of In ¥an an YChinese go s an Ys|irits le Yby the In Yan go YSiva in fis esoteric u Yhist

uise as Mahesvara. There is one ‘eity assigne ‘Yto each of the Divination of Mdhesvara’s sixty-four
written oracular responses, each of which is further keyed to one of sixty-fouf different numerical
trigrams, or combinations of three numbers. Such methods place the text in g long tradition of
Chinese numerical trigram divination on the one hand, and within Indian dice Hivination traditions on
the other. The Divination of Mahesvara is also a product of its specific time and place in Duphuang, a
center of Buddhist iconographic and textual production and a multi-ethnic englave of Chinese,
Tibetans, Khotanese, Sogdians, and Uighurs. As such, the Divination of Mahesvqra can be approached
from many angles as relevant to, variously, the Buddhicization of Chinese divifjation technifjues; the
Chinese assimilation or appropriation of transregional divination traditions; inhovations baged on
long-standing Chinese divinatory traditions; the local reception and adaptation of Indic Buddhist
pantheons; and the local articulation of divinatory relationships with the gods.

e

This book is sympathetic to its subject matter in the sense that it is structured somewhat like a
consultation of the Divination of Mahesvara. Just as the latter allows one to divine up to three times
about a given matter, this book has three main chapters, each of which, like an oracular response,
has a similar structure but differing contents. The first chapter is a detailed study of the Divination of
Mahesvara, the second surveys numerical trigram divination in China, and the third surveys dice
divination on the Silk Roads.! Each chapter attends to the materiality of divination, and also
interrogates divination users’ ideas about the power of dice and of other objects used to construct
mantic figures. Each chapter also investigates the mantic figures themselves, and how these perform
an interpersonal communication between gods and humans. Besides such issues of materiality, ritual
process, and divinatory aesthetics, each chapter also considers the gods and spirits that make up the
divinatory pantheons of various Indian, Tibetan, and Chinese divination systems, and how these align
with and diverge from the contentsfof the texts. These three chapters and their contents were not
arrived at through a randomized thrl(;w of the dice, but the book nevertheless hopes to reward
other ways of navigating its pages tHan proceeding from front to back.

Meta-Divjnation
It will be helpful to begin by introducing how one consults the Divination of Mahesvara and also to
offer a glimpse of the text through 3 short “meta-divination.” Suppose you live in Dunhuang in the
tenth centuny, and you have an imp¢rtant issue about which you need some advice, or perhaps an
outsider’s perspective. You visit a dfviner and agree to his fee. He tells you to sit down and face
west. The Yviner then invokes the o % Sakra, rahma, and the four heavenly kings, as well as a host
of other spirits as witnesses. He telf you to state your name, to focus your mind, and to profess a
vow. Then he tells you to announcethe issue that brought you here, and gives you an odd,
rectangular die. Its four sides each Have concentric circles as pips: one on one side, two on the next,
three on the next, and then four cirfles side by side (see figs. 6a and 6b). The diviner tells you to
throw the die three times. Your firgt roll is a foyr, your second is a two, and your third roll is a one.
The diviner looks through the pageq{ of his book] stops, and reads out loud,

4-2-1 This is called the King of the Wind Spirits set. You are constantly unhappy. Even if this
is the case now, yoU'll later |have happy delebrations. Don’t worry or be fearful, as before
long things will go your wayl Initially inadspicious, but later auspicious.
The diviner tells you that this is a good result. Y3u are not sure of this, and ask if you can roll the
dice again. The diviner nods and tells you to once again announce the issue you are divining about
while you throw the dice. This time you roll a one, then a two, and then a two again. Once more the
diviner turns the pages of the book. He pauses, then intones:
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1-2-2 This is named the Supervisor of Life Allotments Demon set. If you completed this set,
no evil will reach you, but nothing you seek will come about and none of the goods you
want will follow. You must be calm and tranquil, and contemplate goodness. This mantic
figure is therefore neutral.
You consider this silently, thinking that this seems better than the first one, even if it is supposed to
be “neutral” whereas the first response was “auspicious.” After a long silence, you ask the diviner if
you can throw the dice again for a third response. The diviner tells you that it is permitted to divine
three times, but not more. You think this over, and consider the danger of ending up with a bad
response.

“How many responses are there in the book?” you ask.
“Sixty-four,” replies the diviner.

You decide to try one last time. Holding the die and running your thumb over the circular pips on
each of its four sides, you announce your issue again and throw it three times. Two, two, and two.
Once more the diviner turns the pages of the book, and stops near the front. He recites:

2-2-2 This is named the God Vinayaka set. If a person has issues to resolve, the god will
protect him/ her. Whatever s/he needs will soon be obtained; clothing and food will come of
their own accord and whatever s/he seeks will be fulfilled. Subsequently, camels, horses, and
various domestic animals will not die or be injured. Greatly auspicious.
You feel a great sense of relief. The diviner looks pleased. You try to reflect solemnly on each of the
three responses, but it is this last one that repeats in your head, blotting out the uncertainty of the
first two. You feel a sense of lightness.

This “meta-divination” offers a sense of the divination ritual’s sensibilities and of the Divination of
Mahesvara’s contents. Its basic method also reveals what it is and what it is not. One creates a
numerical trigram by throwing the die three times. The numbers or values from the die—one, two,
three, or four—can occupy three slots, such that their ordering matters. There are as a
consequence sixty-four possible combinations of numbers, that is, sixty-four numerical trigrams.
Mathematically, one can represent this simply as 43 = 64. As a point of reference, this is precisely
analogous to how the four nucleotides in DNA and in mRNA, adenine (A), uracil (U), guanine (G),
and cytosine (C), combine in groups of three (e.g., ACU, GAC) to form sixty-four possible codons.
It should also be noted by way of comparison that although the method used by the Book of
Changes (Yijing) also results in sixty-four possible combinations and sixty-four corresponding entries
in the text, this is arrived at in an entirely different way that demonstrates the dissimilarity of the
two traditions. In the Changes, one sorts stalks to create a set of three unbroken (Yang) or broken
(Yin) lines, thereby producing one of the Eight Trigrams, or bagua /\ £}. Mathematically, the possible
outcomes are thus 23 = 8. Repeating the process, one creates a second trigram and then combines
these two trigrams to make a hexagram, e.g. 82 = 64. It is in short an utterly distinct method of
combining signs that happens to also produce sixty-four possible combinations.

Even if it is practically and numerically a bounded system, the sixty-four possible outcomes in

the Divination of Mahesvara might have been conceived of in their totality or in their potentiality as
symbolizing the entire field of possibilities. Casting the dice and creating a numerical trigram,
however, decisively narrows the field to one named god or spirit who either protects or is a source
of harm. In the above meta-divination, we encountered the King of the Wind Spirits (Fengshen

Wang Jil## ), the Supervisor of Life Allotments Demon (Siming Gui %147 %), and the god Vinayaka
(Dasheng Tian KXE2K). The first is to be linked with the Indic god Vayu, but also evokes Feng Bo Jl
1A, the Chinese wind spirit associated with birds, mountains, and the Winnowing Basket astral lodge.
The second god, the Supervisor of Life Allotments, is a famous ancient Chinese god associated with
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fate and with the underworld] The third, Vinayaka,§s a Buddhist guise of the elephant-hepded Indian
god Ganesa. This is a fairly ref resentative sam]le df the In Yc, u Yhist, Chinese hybri YJantheon of
the text, which speaks to its divinatory sensibilltiesfand to its social and religious context'in tenth-
century Dunhuang. The three gods and the three rpsponses alsp mirror the three main chapters of
this book, with their respective emphases on the Ojvination of Mahesvara, the long history of
numerical trigram divination in China, and the trangmission of dice divination out of India and across
the Silk Roads.

Gambling with the Gods
The meta-divination additionally demonstrates the dynamics of play and of risk that inform dice
divination. The die is a playful object, both in the sgnse that it isjused in games and also in its being
fundamentally equivocal. A die’s multiple faces encode randomiZation and chance more completely
and more succinctly than any other object used in divination. Dice divination is rooted in dice games,
and in particular in the tradition of dicing or gaming with the gods. Tales of gambling with
supernatural partners come to us from both China and India. In China dicing with the gods is often
associated with the game of liubo 7<%, in which opponents advance twelve pieces—six for each
player—on a board by casting rods or dice.2 While the image of immortals playing liubo became a
popular motif during the Han, the game was also associated with lowlife gamblers and violent
youths.2 Mark Edward Lewis recounts a story from the Zhanguo ce ¥{[5[3 (Intrigues of the Warring
States), compiled between 23 BCE and 8 BCE:

[A] “bold youth” (han shao nian 17/24F) ... challenged the deity of a shrine to the god of the
earth to a game of bo. The stakes stipulated that if the youth won he would borrow the
god’s power for three days, while if he lost the god could make him suffer. He made throws
for the god with his left hand, throws for himself with his right, and won the match. He
accordingly borrowed the god’s power but then did not return it. After three days the god
went to seek him, and as a consequence the grove around the shrine withered and died.
Surveying this and other episodes of gambling with the gods, Lewis observes that those who
play liubo with the gods or spirits “are portrayed as figures bordering on the criminal who challenge
the conventional order.” This may be largely due to the association of the game with drinking and
gambling. Additionally, it must be acknowledged that to challenge the gods is fundamentally a
transgressive act. This is signaled by the stakes and by the mode of interaction, which Lewis even
likens to combat: the game will establish a winner and a loser, and by winning humans seek to
effectively become god-like, that is “to expand their own powers, alter their fate, andfmanipulate
their world.”

The instances of gambling with the gods in China come largely from literary sources Where they
featurelin anecdotes and fautipnary tales. Gambling with the gods enjoys a more proginent place in
Indian mythplogy and narfative. As in China, in [ndia there are myths about the gods playing dice
wikh each other and those in which the gods dice with mortals. In one example of thq fogmer type of
myth, from the Keddrakhanda, it is the game of{dice that precipitates the fragmentagign o‘the

urfifie } an Yogynous go thea tinto its male an }female constituents, Siva fn ‘his wif | arfati, when
it/they are invited|to play. In the course of a fev rounds both the god andl the goddess resort
cheating (chalena)| Parvati wing from Siva his clescent moon, his necklacH, and his in%, and then
finhlly takes even his loincloth. [In anger, Siva stilks off to the wilderness to practice agste}ities in
solitude. The story is full of humor and irony, Hut at its heart is the them¢ of onenefs’and
sefarateness, an Ythe remain ‘er of the story igabout the loss of wholendss that bogh Sivh an
Patvati feel, and their attempts to regain it.7 A |assage just after Siva’s ‘efarture ‘eficts | arvati’s
ambivalent love for and frustration with her softe-loser husband:
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She was tormented by this separation and found no joy anywhere. She thought only about

Siva. Her atten Wnt Vijaya said to her, “You won Siva by self-mortification; it was wrong to

play dice with him. Haven’t you heard that dicing is full of flaws? You should forgive him. Go

quickly, before he is too far away, and appease him. If you don’t, you will be sorry later.”
Parvati replied, entirely truthfully: “l won against that shameless man; and | chose him, before, for my
lover. Now there is nothing | must do. Without me, he is formless [or ugly—virdgpa]; for him, there
can be no separation from, or conjunction with, me. | have made him formed or formless, as the
case may be, just as | have created this entire universe with all its gods. | just wanted to play with
him, for fun, for the sake of the game, in order to play with the causes of his emerging into activity
[udbhava-vrtti-hetubhih].”

This exceedingly rich passage sets up a contrast between the usual way of winning a god’s favor, such
as through self-mortification, and playing a game of dice.2 The game of dice is “full of flaws,” possibly
because of the cheating that accompanies it, possibly because the undeserving can win by chance, or
possibly for both reasons.

It is curious that Parvatr’s reply is marked as having been given “entirely truthfully.” The meaning
here is surely not ironic, since she is in fact revealing the core of the myth and the heart of the
game: it is about fragmenting the androgynous, holistic godhead, “a state of infinite density and
interconnectedness, [n which no disqontinuities exist” into discrete, gendered entities, and doing so
for play (/i1a), for fun)and “for the sake of the game.” As we will see, this playful fragmentation of
holism has a powerful analogy in dicg divination.

One other point that this myth conveys is also found in many other Indian myths about dice games,
namely, that dice ganjes disrupt the Jocial and cosmic order. The game achieves this by almost
invariably dealing a Igss to the ontoldgically or positionally superior party. This dynamic is present in
the shearing off of as| ects ¢f Siva, re] resented by his jewelry and garments, which then accrue to
the winner, Parvat]. The topsy-turvy Sensibility of the dic