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We have Tarot cards and the contemplation of stars 
and constellations. We claim to be able to read the 
lines and mounts in the hand, and other physical 
attributes, like the shapes of hands and legs as well 
as nails. However, there is no scientific evidence 
that the future can be determined through any of 
these methods.

This scene took place this week in Japan. It 
represents one form of fortune-telling that you have 
probably never heard about before. The people in 
the photograph are Shinto priests and local 
villagers. They are standing on the frozen waters of 
lake Suwa in the Nagano Prefecture and the idea is 
to make predictions on weather, social trends and 
crop harvests based on a streak of elevated ice 
cracks. The last time these cracks could be seen was 
four years ago. 

As with any human group activity, this one has its 
own ritual and protocol. First, the site must be 
“purified”, which is the moment captured by the 
photograph.  Then, after studying the cracks, they 
will be compared, back at the shrine, with the 
observations of previous years, and the predictions 
will be made.

The natural phenomenon, known as omiwatari, 
occurs when the surface of the lake repeatedly 
expands and contracts, due to temperature changes 
between day and night, causing the cracks to rise.

And because we humans always need to produce a 
story, in our effort to appropiate everything, there 
is a story. And a beautiful one too. According to 
Japanese mythology, omiwatari is believed to trace 
the path taken by the male god who inhabits the 
southern coast of the lake to visit the female god 
who inhabits the shrine on the lake's northern coast. 

A little romantic affair, perhaps? Or maybe just a 
courtesy visit to “break the ice”? 

When it comes to guessing the future, we have 
tried everything. We have invented tasseography, 
which is the method for divination or fortune-
telling through the interpretation of patterns in 
tea leaves, cofee grounds or wine sediments. In 
Medieval Europe people could read splatters of 
wax, lead, and other molten substances.


