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Abstract
Much of  the anthropological research on divination attempts to gauge its role in society, but the question remains: why is divination 

persuasive? An analysis of  two tea leaf  readings by a single reader shows that the fortunes bear a structural resemblance to folktales, 
with the client as hero. Like the plot in a folktale, the readings’ predictions focus on the struggle to complete the tasks of  the life course, 
often with the help of  donors. Culturally, the readings persuade by reassuring us that life imitates art, while at the psychological level, they 
encourage us to sift through our thoughts for people and events that fit the storyline. This is the first known study to apply a Proppian 
structural analysis to divination narratives. It is also a human interest story—40 years in the making—about how a grandmother who 
lived through hard times in the Hudson Valley of  New York State taught her college-educated grandson to read tea leaves. I conclude 
that folktale telling and tea leaf  divination may spring from the same creative source. The findings support current theories about how 
and why divination persists in the modern world.

Key Words: tea leaf  reading, divination, morphology of  the folktale, literary theory, structuralism, Vladimir Propp, syntagmatic, paradigmatic, cultural 
expectations, confirmation bias, pseudoscience 

BY MICHAEL CAHILL

A Tempest in a Teacup: 
Reading the Future in Tea Leaves

Introduction
Tea leaf  reading, or tasseography, has 

been a means of  telling fortunes in the 
West since the importation of  tea into Eu-
rope in the 1600s (Bramah 1972). In the 
United States today, tea leaf  readings are 
conducted in earnest and for fun in a range 
of  settings, from family kitchens, store-
front parlors, and suburban offices to trav-
eling circuses and county fairs. Readings are 
believed to divine the future, and although 
much of  the anthropological research on 
divination has attempted to gauge its role 
in society, including its social functions  
(Espirito Santo 2019 [2023]), there is little 
to explain why divination is persuasive 
(Boyer 2020, 100). Why should anybody 
believe in predictions hidden in the leaves 
of  a teacup? I show here that what intrigues 
us in a drama is, in fact, present in our tea 
leaves, too—if, with the tea leaf  reader, we 
but have the eyes to see.

The desire to look into the future is dis-
tinctively human. We rely on our use of  

symbols to envision things “beyond the 
horizon” of  space and time. In life, we 
generally seek to avoid trouble and choose 
wisely among the available alternatives. 
Which road to take in an uncertain world? 
In ancient times, generals like Alexander 
the Great consulted diviners about when 
and where to fight battles (Arrian 1976, 
289). Today, people consult tea leaf  read-
ers to get a glimpse of  what might be com-
ing down the pike, whether it’s a marriage 
prospect or a rival at work or one of  life’s 
opportunities or pitfalls: we seek an edge. 
A tea leaf  reading has an air of  mystery. 
The forces at work in a cup are believed to 
be occult, and we look at readers askance 
for dabbling in an art fraught with danger. 
Churches condemn the practice as traffick-
ing with the devil. Yet, a tea leaf  reading 
has the allure of  the forbidden, and the 
desire to know the future, and by knowing 
it, to control it can consume some people. 
The assurance of  the reader and the atmo-
sphere in the room can have a powerful 

impact. The element of  prophesy is 
heightened by the drama of  the moment. 
We want to confirm what the reader sees—
why else are we there? And, yet, hearing 
predictions is one thing; acting on them is 
something else. In his reckless pursuit of  
prophesy, Shakespeare’s Macbeth brought 
destruction on himself  and those around 
him. Consider his pronouncement on divi-
nation and on life: “Life is… a tale told by 
an idiot, full of  sound and fury, signifying 
nothing” (Mowat and Werstine 2013, 179). 
In an ironic inversion of  Macbeth’s ver-
dict, Alfred Hitchcock had Doris Day sing 
a song that negated divination (“Que Será, 
Será [Whatever Will be, Will Be]”) in order 
to divine where her young son was being 
held captive in Hitchcock’s film, The Man 
Who Knew Too Much (Hitchcock 1956). The 
boy hears her, whistles along, and is saved. 
The lyrics read in part: “When I was just a 
little girl I asked my mother, what will I be. 
Will I be pretty? Will I be rich? Here’s what 
she said to me. Qué será, sera. Whatever will 
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be, will be. The future’s not ours to see. Qué 
será, sera. What will be, will be” (Day 1956).

The art of tea leaf reading
A tea leaf  reading is not a free-form art. 

A reading has a structure and tells a story, 
and like a story, it operates according to a 
set of  rules. The hero of  the story is the 
client, and the story moves from where 
the client is now to where he or she will be 
in the future. The journey is mapped out 
in the symbols the reader discerns in the 
clumps and specks of  wet leaves left in a 
teacup after the tea is drunk.

This study revolves around a single tea 
leaf  reader, my grandmother, so it’s both 
personal and professional, and the data on 

which it’s based was gathered many years 
ago. I conducted the research as an anthro-
pology graduate student in 1976, when I 
was 26 years old and my grandmother was 
74. I discussed the project back then in a 
seminar at Indiana University. As of  this 
writing (2023), I am 73. My grandmother 
lived to be nearly 90, and passed away in 
1992. At the height of  my grandmother’s 
career, she was telling fortunes for about 
30 people, including many relatives and 
friends. I knew a lot of  her clients. I was 
intrigued by her talent, and when I asked 
her what the trick was, she offered to teach 
me her methods. I quickly accepted.

My grandmother first learned about tea 
leaf  reading from her paternal grandmother, 

an immigrant from Norway. When she 
was a teenager, a woman called “Tea Leaf  
Mary” read her leaves at a county fair in 
upstate New York, and it changed her life. 
Mary’s predictions led her to the man she 
married, my grandfather. I’ll call my grand-
mother Amy Smith, a pseudonym, and I’ll 
use fictitious names for most of  the other 
people mentioned in this paper.

Who was Amy Smith?
Amy was born in 1902, and grew up in 

Orange County, New York, in a small town 
outside of  a railroad hub north of  New 
York City. Her mother was American, of  
English descent, and her immigrant father 
left Norway as a child with his mother. 

From Dalrymple, Laurel. 2015. “For Centuries, People Have Searched for Answers in the Bottom of a Teacup.” The Salt, NPR [National 
Public Radio]. https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2015/09/01/434621010/for-centuries-people-have-searched-for-answers-in-the-
bottom-of-a-tea-cup. The caption beneath the graphic in this National Public Radio (NPR) feature on tea leaf divination reads, “The 
practice of reading tea leaves for insights had its heyday during the Victorian era, when fascination with the occult and self-analysis 
thrived.” Photo permission to reprint: Science History Images / Alamy Stock Photo.
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Amy was one of  eight children. Her father 
changed his last name to his Irish-sounding 
middle name before the children were born, 
the better to get a job through local politics 
as the railroad constable, and he went about 
the train yard armed with pistols. He cut 
quite a figure in an old photograph from 
the local archives. In the caption, he was 
called, “Two Gun Larry.” When Amy was 
in her early teens, the family moved north 
to an onion farm that her father had been 
hired to manage. It was located not far 
from Albany. In January 1919, her mother 
died of  pneumonia during the Spanish flu 
epidemic, and shortly afterward, her father 
left for California, looking for work in the 
motion picture industry. Decades passed 
with no word from him. He only returned 
to visit in 1949. Amy had a younger sister 
who was about 6 at the time he left. She 
was raised by the eldest sibling in the fam-
ily, another daughter, then in her early 20s.

Amy thought that her father wanted to 
work in Hollywood. I wondered if  it was 
in Westerns, because he played the part of  
constable in real life and actually did wear 
guns. Larry passed away shortly after he 
returned to California from his New York 
visit. His death certificate listed a Los An-
geles hotel as his residence and “realtor” 
as his line of  work. After not hearing from 
him for so many years, Amy had received 
him cordially, but she told me she wished 
he’d never come back.

Amy met my grandfather, Henry Smith, 
when she was around 16, and he was about 
two years older. It was near the end of  the 
First World War. Henry was from Massa-
chusetts. He left college to help bring in 
the harvest on my grandmother’s farm, 
part of  the war effort. Many of  the farm 
hands were away in the military. At the 
end of  the season, however, Henry re-
turned home, where his family owned a 
hotel. Shortly afterward, with her mother 
deceased and the family fragmenting, Amy 
traveled to Massachusetts to be with him, 
and marriage soon followed. She was 17 at 
the time. They moved back to New York 
State later with three young children in tow. 
Henry got a job as a truck driver and drove 

a regular route over the mountains between 
eastern New York and western Massachu-
setts. They raised their family on his wages 
and were married for nearly five decades. 
Henry died at the age of  64 in 1964. All 
three children, including my mother Elsa, 
lived to be over 90.

For many years, Amy’s world revolved 
around her husband, the children, and 
several of  her siblings and their families. 
Tea leaf  reading was put aside. Once the 
children were raised and married, and af-
ter Henry passed away and widowhood 
stretched before her, the old fascination 
returned. She never forgot Tea Leaf  Mary, 
her reader at the county fair.

Amy Smith (AS): Tea Leaf  Mary told 
me... I had two fellas... going with two 
guys and their names both started with 
‘H.’ One lived in New York State, and 
one lived out of  state... really, she told 
me this. She said the one that’s here 
you’re going to have a hard time getting 
away from... he had an awful temper... 
and I didn’t like him, anyway. I had to 
go with him, he lived next door to us, 
and my mother thought he was the 
one, you know.... So she [Mary] just said 
that I was going to marry the one out 
of  state. And that when I went there, I 
wouldn’t know anyone, and I was going 
to a white house, and there would be a 
lot of  people in it. And that’s mostly it 
[that is, that’s how it happened]. Then 
she said... of  course, at that time my 
father I didn’t know where he was... he 
had left... and she said well, someday I 
would know where he was living, and 
we did. It was 28 years before we heard 
from him....

Amy was in her early 60s when she began 
to study the leaves in earnest. She read a 
booklet about tea leaf  reading put out by 
one of  the tea companies—she thought 
Tetley or Salada. She said it must have been 
written by someone who knew the leaves, 
because the symbols matched the ones 
her grandmother taught her. She also read 
an article about the leaves in the Sunday 
newspaper, and she made a point of  say-
ing the story was written by an American 
Indian. In American spiritualism, there is 
a belief  that Native Americans are attuned 

to the spiritual world and make good 
“spirit guides” (Berry 1995). Amy shared 
this view. The fact that a Native American 
woman described the symbols lent greater 
authority to the newspaper article.

AS: “She had this write-up about the 
symbols and, you know, how you read it. 
And I know I kept it, because I referred 
back to it lots of  times, just like I did with 
the little book.”

Putting together what she learned in her 
younger days with her research into the 
leaves, Amy began to try her hand at de-
ciphering cups. She found she had a knack 
for it, and in time, the word spread about 
how good she was. Suddenly, she and her 
sessions were in demand. The leaves drew 
people to her in a special way. Amy had 
found a calling. She’d become a star.

AS: “[Now, for me. I’d done it] maybe 
10 years. I’d only tell [for] the family. Then, 
everybody tells me how good I am, so ev-
erybody comes to me. I had 28 to Jean’s in 
the Catskills, 28!”

Amy read leaves for friends and fam-
ily without charge, though food was usu-
ally served at the sessions. It was suggested 
that she read for patrons at a restaurant in 
Florida, possibly in exchange for meals. 
She considered doing it but held off. She 
thought it might require a license. We did 
not discuss typical fees paid for tea leaf  
readings done in parlors.

How to prepare a cup
A tea leaf  reading has the appearance of  

a social visit—two people meeting over tea 
and getting acquainted, but this is no mere 
exchange of  pleasantries. The reader is get-
ting a sense of  who the client is and where 
he or she wants to go and is likely to go. 
Gender, age, general appearance, married 
or single—all of  that is taken in. The man-
ner of  the client is important, too: trusting 
or skeptical, confident or anxious, quick or 
measured? A staid society matron’s fortune 
will likely differ from that of  an unattached 
working girl. And, there is the business as-
pect. The reader is in charge and provides 
a service. The client has taken a real step 
just by coming in. Readings arise from a 
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Amy explained:

AS: Loose tea makes better tea and 
you don’t have a lot of  little pieces in 
it... and then, some is mixed with herbs 
and they’re too big…. When you drink 
tea, you take it and you go like this... 
and then, you put it down. [She mo-
tions with the cup, as if  bringing it to 
her lips, sipping, and then returning 
it to the saucer in one motion.] And 
the last bit you take and you do it so, 
so it’s all on that side. You’re not sup-
posed to swish it around or, you know, 
let it sit on the bottom. Some say to 
roll it around, and then, that makes 

mountains, and, you know, things you 
have to jump around to. [I don’t do it 
that way.] But this, if  you keep it all on 
one side, it will spread out if  it wants 
to, you know, as you drink it. You do 
just like you drink. Just drink it, so that 
it comes up out of  the bottom. What’s 
on the bottom is usually bad news or... 
things… hills you got to go over. You 
don’t have to have those. That will go 
there if  it’s got to go, it will go. Now, 
when you put the cup, you know what 
you do? You put it upside down... you 
put the handle near you…. And I want 
it to drip. I don’t like to tell with drips in 
it. If  I don’t let that drip, [it’s] going to 
have tears come down. But if  you let it 
stand... for a few minutes and let it dry 
out, then if  water comes out of  it, then 
you’ll find that there’s going to be tears 
or that there’s going to be something.... 
And it’s surprising how that tear will 
come, if  it’s going to come.

How to interpret symbols
There are online guides to tea leaf  read-

ing that feature long lists of  symbols to 
look for in the tea leaves (Goodwin 2021), 
as well as a storied 19th-century guide to 
the art (A Highland Seer 1881). Many of  
the symbols are motivated. They resemble 
the object they represent. For example, 
a reader might see the shape of  a bird—
a bringer of  news—in the outline of  the 
leaves. Other symbols are more conven-
tional in appearance. A good example 
would be a “home”—the place where you 
live or will live—represented simply by a 
large mass of  leaves. One by one, the sym-
bols in a cup are identified and interpreted.

I asked Amy if  flowers were good sym-
bols.

AS: It depends on how many. Some 
flowers, like a four-leaf  clover or a 
bouquet of  flowers, are good signs. But 
too many flowers could be a funeral. If  
the flowers are wilted over, too, it’s not 
a good sign. It’s like something is built 
up and falls over. If  you see a tree with 
the roots and branches and all, it’s like 
the person is going to branch out. Or, 
like a maple leaf  is a good omen. Also, if  
you see a spade in a cup, it’s a symbol of  
death. It may be that the person will die. 
Or if  the spade is not connected with 

medium—the tea leaves—and there is a 
proper way to prepare the medium so as 
to get a correct fortune. Loose tea of  the 
right consistency—not too coarse, not too 
fine—is steeped in a teapot. The tea is then 
poured into the client’s cup; the wet leaves 
from the pot flow along with the tea. In the 
course of  conversation, the tea is drunk 
and the cup is drained, and a trail of  leaves 
is left from the bottom of  the cup to the 
rim. The client then turns the cup over and 
around three times while making a wish. 
The number three is widely considered to 
be magical (Lease 1919).

Amy and Henry Smith circa 1938. The sketch from an old photograph is by Erin Cahill, 
the author’s daughter. Courtesy of the author.
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Amy appreciated strong eye contact in a 
client, which she said helped her interpret 
the meaning of  the symbols, and which 
I took as an indication that the sitter was 
“into” the reading—suspension of  disbe-
lief  can help create this momentum. Amy 
had to be careful, however, because a stare 
could work both ways. She was reluctant to 
read one client’s leaves—he wanted it done 
weekly—because his eye contact was so 
strong that she felt he might be reading her 
thoughts, something she sought to avoid 
in case the fortune had bad portents that 
she wanted to soften. As she put it—he 
“seemed to be looking through me.”

Fortunes and tales
Two of  Amy’s fortunes are set forth be-

low. Her words convey what she was like 
as a person. The sound of  her voice would 
come through clearly to anyone who knew 
her in real life. The initial reading is pre-
sented in detail using a sketch of  the leaves 
and a transcript of  what Amy said about 
them. The second reading is also presented 
in transcript, but without a sketch. Amy’s 
techniques for reading symbols are bold-
ed in the transcripts to highlight them. To 
show how the fortunes resemble tales, both 
are then summarized using a method that 
the Russian folklorist V. Propp applied to a 
body of  European folktales to reveal their 
underlying structure (Propp 1958). Propp’s 
folktale morphology was initially published 
in Russian (Морфология Сказки) in 1928. 
The literary critic Dmitry Olshansky ob-
served about Propp:

[His] research on fairy-tales achieved 
world recognition as the first applica-
tion of  structuralism to the humani-
ties, and created the foundation for 
new disciplines, such as narratology, 
semiology, and structural anthropology. 
Umberto Eco considers that ‘Saussure 
+ Levi-Strauss + Hjelmslev + Propp 
drew up the method… that is known as 
structuralism.’ (Olshansky 2008)

The method has been used to critique 
a range of  popular culture media produc-
tions, including the Star Wars movie (Port-
lock-Thorogood 2015), as well as Harry 

Potter, and the TV show, Sons of  Anarchy 
(Sampson 2015).

Cup #1: The first cup that Amy read was 
difficult in that she was not just telling a for-
tune but teaching me how to read leaves—
that was hard enough. She was also doing it 
with my then 26-year-old wife’s cup, which 
made it even trickier. My thought was to 
have my wife be the assistant, but this had 
a hidden drawback. Although I viewed her 
cup as a sample and the reading as a perfor-
mance, it was something different to Amy. 
It was a glimpse into my wife’s future, and 
that future would affect me as the husband, 
perhaps in ways I might not like. That was 
a risk, and I believe Amy tried to minimize 
it by tilting the reading in my direction. 
Now, the symbols in my wife’s cup might 
apply not just to her but to me. In this way, 
the possibility of  competing destinies was 
in some measure taken off  the table. This 
is a good example of  how the presence 
of  an observer can alter what’s observed. 
I didn’t appreciate the effect that my be-
ing there was having until after the reading 
got underway. Here is the fortune as Amy 
related it:

AS: Now, starting right off, your wish 
(A) is coming true [“Look for the 
wish”]. Now, don’t tell it, don’t say 
anything. But it’s on the bottom of  your 
cup, and it might mean that it might be 
a little hard to come by. You’re going 
to have a little hard time getting it, but 
it’s coming, and it won’t be, say, right 
away. It won’t be real quick, but it’s 
coming, and it was kind of  a big wish. 
And it’s something that… it almost 
opened up that you weren’t going to 
get it. But somehow there’s someone 
working for you or somebody has done 
something for you, that this is going to 
come to what you want. It’s something 
that you wished for, that you want, and 
somebody is helping you get this wish.

And now your home is…. See, you 
have two homes (B, C). When there’s 
two homes, there’s two places… two 
big symbols. So, the one symbol on 
the bottom is down where your home 
is [when you do have a home]. But up 
here on the top [nearer the rim], you 
still have another little place where 

anything, not near the house, it may be 
that a death will occur further away from 
the immediate family. If  it’s connected 
with the house, it’s a death in the imme-
diate family. Henry’s sister used to read 
cards, and she saw a spade in Theresa’s 
cards [Amy’s sister]. That was in July, and 
Theresa died in December. [Note: Theresa 
was shot and killed by a man who claimed she 
owed him money and with whom she may have 
been romantically involved.]

“Look for the wish”: Amy said it was im-
portant to spot the wish, the largest open-
ing to be found in the leaves. She said to 
note the size: a big hole means a big wish, 
and a fully enclosed hole means the wish 
will come true. If  the opening has a break, 
it means the wish will either not come true 
or come only partly true.

“Look for the home”: Amy said that the 
home is the biggest mass of  leaves in the 
cup. It’s a key symbol because it represents 
the client and it helps anchor the reading. 
Other symbols appear in and near it. You 
look around the home “to see what you 
want to know.”

“What it means”: It is one thing to identify 
a symbol—a leaf  stem, for example, can 
represent a person. It’s another to know 
what a symbol means in a fortune. Some-
times, the reader will provide the details 
based on its appearance or location in the 
cup. Sometimes, the details are left for cli-
ents to fill in as they sift through their lives 
to see what might fit with the symbol. A fit 
is experienced as a discovery. For example, 
a reader might say, “I see two stems here, 
two people in your life,” to which the client 
might reply, “Well, I’ve got two really good 
friends; they’re my neighbors”—to which 
the reader might add, “Yes, they’re close to 
you, I can see that, because the stems are 
right here, next to your home.”

“You can make more out of  it”: A symbol 
is a symbol is a symbol—until it becomes 
another symbol. Shapes in the leaves may 
evoke one symbol at a given point in the 
reading, but the same shapes, when viewed 
from another angle, can evoke a different 
symbol at another point. Thus, tea leaf  
configurations can be multivalent in terms 
of  what they represent.
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see here? That thing there…some-
body’s hand is out. On the top symbol, 
see it. That’s somebody that’s speaking 
and getting up and letting out some-
thing that they want to talk about (E). 
It looks like something connected with 
you. So it could be that he [me] might get 
up and give a talk, something like that, 
or it would be that somebody would 
ask you if  you want to say something…

Now, can you see these things that 
I’m showing you? There’s the man with 
the hand up, or it could be a man or a 
woman, because the head is big, but 
I’m thinking it could be concerning you 
because it’s got hair, you know, a lot of  
hair…and it’s speaking with authority. 
[Note: I had a head of  hair in those days; not 
so today.] In other words, you get up, and 
you have your speech, see here?

Now, also, here I got a bird, see the 
bird (F)? There’s the bird, and see the 

wing? …That means good news. That 
always brings good news to you, and 
especially if  the wing is out. If  the wing 
is down, it might be that you hear sick-
ness, or the tail is down.

Now, here’s a symbol over here. This 
is connected with the house yet. This 
looks like a cat or a dog. Now, you see 
the dog (G)—the dog’s tail? Now, this 
is a big dog, but this dog is protecting 
this house. It stays there and protects 
everything, all there. It’s on the outside 
looking in… because it’s connected 
with this house. So, he’s seeing this. 
So that means that he’s protecting all 
and everything around, so that would 
be either this house or that house. It’s 
wherever you live, because, you know, 
this is her fortune.

So, now that’s one, two, three, sym-
bols you got. There’s the man speaking, 
there’s the dog, and this is the bird, 

you are [now]. Here, here… you see, 
Michael? When there’s two big things, 
that means there’s two homes, see that?

Now, this is her wish, right there. 
That’s a big... always enclosed hole. But 
it almost cracked open. And that means 
it would only partly come true. It didn’t 
crack all the way, so it is coming true.

Now, you have right around here, 
where she is now, where she’s living, 
there’s something coming in moneywise 
(D) [“all this little stuff, specks”] and it’s 
coming a lot easier than it has. It’s com-
ing down and around, and it’s coming 
into… and some way, it’s coming very 
easy, I don’t know—[could be] that you 
might find somewhere along the way…
[or] where you’re going to get more in 
the way of  maybe a raise or working 
more hours, or something like that.

It looks like that someone is speaking 
or talking right here now, see? See that, 

Figure 1: Identification of symbols is approximate. The tea leaves were sketched by eye at the time of the session. Where Amy saw a 
few of the symbols, like the “man with hand up,” is a best guess. The “two friends” were tea leaf stems, one long and thin, the other 
short and thick, inside the “home in the end.” Illustration by the author.
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[and you got the money]. So that’s 
good news. And this is a dog or a cat. 
A cat isn’t as good news. But any kind 
of  animal that you can make out of  it 
is always good in your cup, and letters 
also, or numbers, and I don’t see any 
numbers yet.

Now, what I’m trying to make out 
of  there…. This is still where you live, 
but you still make something out of  
it, just the same. Because you’re going 
around this place. You’re going around 
this to find out what you want to know 
[“Look for the home”]. Now, there, 
where this is, there’s somebody that has 
music. And it’s sort of  a big thing—now 
see, see a person here—say this is the 
head. There’s a piece of  music, you see 
it. So, it’s somebody that plays music 
(H), and around you, and you might be 
interested in whoever it is and interested 
in that part. Or she, too, because it’s 
her fortune…. And, also this means 
that you could be taking up any kind 
of  music yourself. You might be taking 
up something that you like to do. So, it 
looks like a trombone or it could be a 
flute…. It could be anything. It’s a big 
instrument (I), though…. They dress 
in a kind of  costume from another 
country—that they wear around the 
school…. It could be any person, they 
dress funny. That’s the way they look to 
me. [Question: Is that symbol you’re pointing 
to now both a house and a person?] Yes, it 
could be both. This is not a house; it’s 
where you are now…. Now, what I was 
going to tell you about this person, is 
that they have… they’re very… seems to 
me that they’re—because they’re in your 
cup—they’re more fond of  you, to teach 
you or tell you about something…. Also, 
she has this piece over her head (J), that 
she is very talented. She knows a real 
lot, that she could help an awful lot…. 
See… because she’s got it up, and she’s 
all dressed up, and she’s like… she’s 
playing and really meaning it. It still 
could be a man, you know, dressed up 
like that, if  they dress like that. [Wife: I 
can only think of  one person that we know 
who dresses in Native dress and plays the flute 
and Irish bagpipes, Wendy]. Well, see, that 
could be it, because, see, there’s the long 
thing and the bag [“What it means”]… 
but that’s the way they hold it. They hold 
a bagpipe like this, don’t they? They 
squeeze it, or something? [Wife: Yeah] 
Yeah, that could be it. 

Now, there is forming now, see 
this… a child (K)—on the top of  this 
house. But that means that that is not 
going to be until you are settled in the 
home. The child… and that this is the 
only one. Now, there’s a little thing, a 
speck, that’s a heart (L) and, see, it’s 
almost shaped like a heart. And you see 
that? And that means that there’s love 
in the home, and there’s contentment, 
and like that. When you have it, it’s 
between the two. And everything is in 
harmony and like that. And also, that 
she… it shows that she knows how to 
make this come about. She doesn’t have 
this outward [quick] speech. She thinks 
things over, and she does it slowly and 
nothing irritates her. If  it does, she 
doesn’t come out with it. That’s what 
keeps the harmony.

Now here, see it here, is two places. 
Now this is a place because it’s a little 
bigger than some of  the things. This 
is a place that you might go to (M). 
When you want to do something or 
when you’re through school or maybe 
before you’re through school. And she 
will be with you, but she is going to find 
something there before you. Because 
it’s her cup, and being that it’s her cup, 
she is going to find something that 
might help you. But she’s going to find 
it before you do.

Now, let’s see what we can find over 
here…. Now, there’s two people (N) 
and that’s connected with the home... 
when you actually come to your own 
home. And one looks very tall and thin, 
and the other one is more short and 
stocky. They’ll come to your home, and 
they’ll always be friends to you.

… Something to do about a book. 
[Note: The transcript has a disjunction here. 
The topic seems to shift abruptly to the book 
about New York State. Whether this was 
due to a jump by the reader or a gap in the 
transcript, and I missed something, I cannot 
determine.] See, that you are working on 
some kind of  a book, and that you’re 
helping… with a book. Here’s the book. 
See the book? There’s the hand. That’s 
the hand: see the hand with the book? 
And you might be helping that person 
with the book. Or, you could be writing 
it. In other words, you got something 
to do with it. It’s in your cup. Do you 
notice how this is a symbol of  a map? 
This is a New York State map, really. So, 
this is, well, it’s something to do with 

whatever, if  it’s him (Michael) writing 
it, it’s something to do with everything 
around…. It has something to do with 
the state (O). The book’s just the same 
as the state [“You can make more out 
of  it”]. See the map of  New York State 
there (P), too? Now, there’s the state of  
New York, see? See how it comes up? 
Now, there’s the arm with the book on 
it (Q). You see where the top part of  
the state is? It comes down, and then it 
goes out. And then, it goes up around 
here where Buffalo (R) is, over here. 
See, that’s the state of  New York. That 
could mean that the book, when you 
write it, that she or you (Michael) or 
both of  you, might have your name in 
it, because you’re from New York State. 
So, I’m only going by this because I 
can see that New York State… it could 
be another state. I don’t know what 
Indiana state looks like. Now, Indiana 
might be this way, and it would look like 
Indiana. Is it Indiana-shaped? It could 
be like Indiana….

I don’t see really no sicknesses… 
no sickness… because that would be 
on the bottom. You have no prob-
lems, I mean worries. You might have 
problems, anybody has… but I mean, 
there’s no sicknesses. That’s why I say 
you try to get them off  the bottom of  
your cup, because any little speck down 
there means some “upsetness,” some 
little discouragement, or something 
that makes you feel upset. So, that’s all 
I really can tell you.

Morphology of tea leaf 
readings

The characters and topics in this reading 
recall several of  the dramatis personae and 
a number of  the 31 plot components, or 
functions, outlined in Propp’s folktale mor-
phology (1958, 58). Reducing and simplify-
ing a painstaking and detailed analysis, the 
protagonists in Propp’s tales:

• sense a lack and set off  on a quest to fill 
or liquidate the lack;

• may receive help, sometimes from a do-
nor (for example, a magical agent or magi-
cal object); and

• sometimes after proving their worth (a 
test), which they may use to defeat a villain 
or complete a difficult task, gain a reward.
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Propp noted that tales can get quite 
complex (1958, 83). In a single story, a pro-
tagonist can encounter a number of  dif-
ferent donors, be tested in different ways, 
and receive different kinds of  help. A hero 
can defeat several villains and complete a 
host of  difficult tasks before gaining the 
reward, typically, a wedding, a kingdom, or 
a fortune. Propp used the term, “move” 
(in Russian, ход), to describe the progres-
sion from a lack or villainy through inter-
mediary functions to a wedding or reward 
(Propp 1968, 39). This is the same word 
used for a chess move in Russian, and it 
aptly describes the clever moves and coun-
termoves often found in folktales. Propp 
stressed that the function of  an action is 
based on the effect it has on moving the 
plot forward. Thus, the solving of  a riddle 
can function as a test of  worth if  it results 
in the receipt of  help for further seeking, 
or as the completion of  a difficult task or 
the defeat of  a villain if  it results in the ac-
quisition of  the sought for reward.

Propp showed that while not every func-
tion appears in every tale, the ones that 
do appear have been observed to follow a 
sequence. That the functions occur in se-
quence indicates that they have a syntagmatic 
relationship to one another, like the sub-
ject–verb–object sequence in a sentence. 
Marriage does not precede the defeat of  
the villain or the completion of  a difficult 
task; it follows them. Otherwise, the story 
would make little sense. That disparate ac-
tions can perform the same function shows 
a paradigmatic relationship. Heroes can de-
feat villains by outwitting them or over-
coming them in battle. The effect is the 
same; the villain is vanquished. The para-
digmatic nature of  the functions in tales is 
a reason why stories with widely different 
actions can still feel very similar.

Let’s apply this functional approach to 
the tea leaves. If  the ultimate goal in tales 
is to win a spouse or a kingdom, do read-
ings feature something similar? Arguably, 
they do. The chain of  symbols in a cup 
may take clients through the challenges of  
their salad days to a rosier future, and along 
the way, important people may show up to 

provide help. This sequence, which is illus-
trated in the first reading, closely resembles 
the move that Propp outlined for folktales. 
And, the same issue is at the root of  both 
a tale and a reading: a lack. Amy placed 
special emphasis on two symbols: the wish 
and the home. You wish for something 
you want, but lack: financial success, mar-
riage, or the birth of  a child, for example. 
Your dream home is also something you 
may lack now but look forward to having 
some day.

As in folktales, so, too, in the readings, the 
function of  an action depends on its effect 
on the fortune. To classify a predicted ben-
efit, for example, the question becomes: Is 
it an end in itself  (a sought-for reward) or a 
means to an end (help in gaining a reward)? 
In a similar way, does meeting a challenge 
yield assistance for further seeking (passing 
a test) or result in the sought-after reward 
(completion of  a difficult task)?

A functional summary of 
Cup #1:

1. My wife has “someone working for 
her” (donor1) who will provide assistance 
(help1) in getting her big, hard-to-get (dif-
ficult task1) wish (reward1).

2. My wife will find, earn, or merit (test1) 
more money (help2).

3. My wife or I will deliver a speech 
(test2) that gets us noticed (help3).

4. A “little bird” (donor2) will bring 
good news (help4).

5. A “big dog” (donor3) will provide 
protection (help5) for the home (reward2) 
that my wife will eventually acquire (diffi-
cult task2).

6. A costumed performer (donor4) will 
impart wisdom (help6).

7. My wife’s restraint will keep the har-
mony (difficult task3), which preserves 
her marriage (reward3) and is followed by 
birth of  a child (reward4).

8. My wife will travel (test3) and find 
something helpful (help7).

9. Two people (donors5) will come to 
the house and provide friendship (help8).

10. My wife will write or help with (dif-
ficult task4) a book (reward5).

11. My wife will handle problems (dif-
ficult task5) and remain free of  sickness 
(reward6).

Let’s count the functions by category to 
fully appreciate their importance. The read-
ing says my wife will do the following in the 
course of  getting her wish:

• encounter five donors: “someone 
working for her,” a “little bird,” a “big dog,” 
a “talented performer,” “two friends;”

• use eight helps: inside assistance, 
money, notoriety, good news, protection, 
wisdom, something found in her travels, 
friendship;

• pass three tests: earns money, delivers 
a speech, travels and finds help; 

• complete five difficult tasks: gets her 
wish, acquires a home, maintains harmony 
at home, writes or helps with a book, han-
dles personal problems; and

• gain six rewards: her wish, a home, 
a stable marriage, a child, a book, good 
health.

Cup #2: The second cup was mine. It 
was read following my wife’s cup in the 
same session.

AS: Well now, there’s your wish. But 
see her wish was like a round one. Yours 
has got two things coming up on it…. 
It’s like a bridge or a mountain. I think 
the wish has something concerning what 
you are trying to do, that you’ll make that 
goal. You know, that you’re climbing up 
to that goal [“Look for the wish”]…. 
Now, you see what else you can see. You 
have to pick it up in your hand and turn 
it around, like this. Now, what does that 
look like? Now, I’ll see if  you see what I 
see. I see like the head of  an animal. It 
could be like a bear…. Any animal that 
you can get in the cup is always good. So, 
you look for an animal… you can make 
one. Now, off  that animal’s head, you 
can see the little pieces? Well, that means 
that whatever he does, he’ll make money. 
It’ll come. It will be little dots, see them? 
Three of  them. Three different ways he’ll 
make it, when he goes. [Wife: So the money 
has to do with around the animals?] Not just 
around an animal, but wherever you can 
make it. But if  it’s around an animal, it’s 
better. But that’s an omen…. And over 
here, there looks like a scythe. Or you 
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could also make a letter out of  it …. Well, 
it could be an “f.” [“You can make more 
out of  it”] So you have to figure that 
out. So, there’s something that concerns 
and also has a cycle [harvest cycle]. See, 
a scythe. I saw a scythe there first, so 
it’s in a cycle of  something. You know 
how that little scythe cuts stuff? Well, 
that’s the scythe, but then if  you look at 
it, it could be the letter “f.” [Me: Could 
be “Folklore”?] It could be, that’s right. 
You might not do it now, but you’ll do it 
later. And the cycle you do it in, it’ll still 
be good. You know, if  you don’t take it 
now, in another cycle of  time, and you’ll 
make it better maybe.…

Now, on the top, right on the top of  
the house, there is something coming 
out of  it [“Look for the home”]. It 
looks like a chimney…or it looks like 
a little animal, with a little tail, see how 
the tail comes out of  it? Now, this is 
a crawling animal. Now, that is not as 
good, a crawling animal. So this means 
that you have someone around you 
that you have to watch out for. In other 
words, he’s kind of  a person that’s un-
derhanded. On the surface, he might be 
great to you. But underneath, he’s doing 
something not so right, not so good. 
For his own good, he’s doing it. Not 
that he doesn’t like you, but to make 
his own self  look better. So, in other 
words, watch him because he might do 
something wrong and blame it on you. 
But actually, it’s not that he wants to do 
it, but he wants to make himself  look 
good, but he’s not as good. This is like 
a little mouse or something, he’s kind of  
a mousey little thing. He’s really smart. 
He’s smart, but he’s going to get caught 
if  you watch him. That’s what you have 
to do, watch him.

Now, you know what I told you about 
the tall man before? There he is. He’s 
right there…. [Oh!] See the tear coming 
out of  there? There it is. You’re going to 
feel bad about something. That means 
you’re going to feel a little bad about 
something. That could not mean much. 
It doesn’t mean that much [Me: Pretty 
good sized tear, though.] Well, it hasn’t all 
come out yet, but it isn’t that bad. Of  
course, I probably wasn’t holding it 
right. But now, what was I saying…. 
[Wife: About the tall man.] Yeah, the tall 
man, here he is. He’s very tall, but he has 
something over you… I mean, he has 
power over you…to do in any way. That 
he can help you. He can help you in any 

way you want to be helped. He’s…well, 
he’s taking it really to you…. And he’s 
going to be a real asset to you along 
the way. And you might be connected 
to him for quite a while, because he’s 
in the home part, see? [“Look for the 
home”] … See, a long thing, a long and 
narrow thing, is a person. And you see 
a long, thin person… thing like this, is 
a man. A woman is usually, you know, 
wide here, and the head, you know, like 
big hair or a hat. Also, it can be just a 
real thick, heavy-set thing. And that 
could be a woman.

…Now, these things here… this is 
almost like a four-leaf  clover… but this 
is a very good sign. When you see some-
thing crossed and you can make a leaf  
of  it… so, that is a good omen that’s 
coming very soon. And anything that’s 
on the top of  the cup, comes around 
the handle, on the very top is coming 
soon… sooner than what’s down here.

These are two people coming, to tell 
something. Now they might be… did 
you do something about a house before 
you came? Did you ask or look at a 
house? [Wife: Yes] Well, that might be 
concerning that. They’re coming [and] 
you might get what you want. I say this 
could be something you really want. 
Because of  this [the four-leaf  clover]. 
That it‘s what you want…it’s coming 
soon. And so you want it soon… if  
you’re going to move. I would say this 
is what you’re going to hear, when you 
get home.

…See, you got a lot of  people [com-
ing in], now see, where she didn’t have 
that many people in her cup. …See that 
short man there, see that little, short 
piece? That’s a short man. …Here’s 
another person. See this one sticking 
out here? Well, this man is somebody 
that is really putting his neck out too 
much. He’s getting into your business, 
and he’s asking you questions and he’s 
looking for information. And don’t 
give him too much because he’s going 
to get something quicker than you get. 
In other words, somebody might ask 
you something… [About] something 
you were doing or that you might want 
to do. And then he might say to you, 
“Well, how are you going to do this, 
Michael? How would you start there?” 
…So, you have to be careful that you 
don’t give him some of  your informa-
tion… that he might take ahead of  you, 
see what I mean?

Now, if  you look at this again… 
there’s a symbol of  music again. You 
see that cross? See that cross right in 
there. Well, I just think this is another 
symbol of  music. It looks like… see 
what I can see… what kind of  music it 
is. It could be like… it could be a piano. 
It’s somebody that’s very fluent with it, 
you know, goes like everything. And, it 
could be that or, ahh, one person, or 
it could be two people that are doing 
small instruments, but they’re close 
together when they’re doing it. [Me: We 
know some people who play… one plays the 
fiddle and one plays the banjo. They always 
play together; they’re good friends and our good 
friends.] Well it could be that, see because 
of  the cross… because it makes it, you 
know, it connects it, in other words. 
[“What it means”] And there it looks 
like a piano with its feet. This looks 
like it could be a violin coming out of  
there…. But that was a cross, you saw 
that. And that… that is a… they might 
be having a hard… if  they’re trying to 
make a living out of  this. Although as 
I say they’re very good at it, but he’ll 
never make it. [Me: The fiddle player lost 
out on a job he was told he had.] Uh huh, he 
didn’t get as far as he thought. 

And you have something up in the 
air. And I think that’s something you’re 
building up in your mind and something 
even outside of  what you’re doing. You 
have something…and you’re thinking 
and you’re scheming and you’re plan-
ning to make this something, something 
different from what you’re doing. And 
it’s attached to you. Then it’s going to 
be alright…. That’s the bubble, or not 
a bubble, but something you’ve got in 
your mind that’s big, and you’re going 
to make this something. And it’s some-
thing different to what you are doing. 
And it may not come to you yet, but it’s 
going to come. You’re going to make 
good on whatever it is.

Seems to be a lot of  people…like 
when you’re working…that bother 
you. That keep coming and you’re do-
ing something, and they’re talking to 
you, but you don’t look up. And then, 
all of  a sudden, somebody comes in, 
in sort of  a high crown or it could be 
a professor’s hat…. Well, there’s some-
body that comes in and really talks to 
you, and then you look up and…when 
they talk to you…you’re really very 
interested. And you drop everything 
right there, and you’re all set to talk to 
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him. And, you get a lot out of  what 
he has to say.

Well, I can’t see too much more.... 
So, everything is clear, no sicknesses, 
there are no obstacles to get in your 
way. Actually, I see more travel in her 
cup than in yours. Not travel but more 
places that she’s going. But you will be 
with her, so that means that that’s the 
same, anyway.

A functional summary of 
Cup #2:

1. I’ll strive for (climb up a bridge or 
mountain) and get (difficult task1) my 
wish (reward1).

2. A benefactor (“bear”) (donor1) will 
provide money in three ways (help1).

3. I’ll “harvest” later (difficult task2) 
something I’m working on now (the letter 
“f ”) (reward2).

4. If  I watch, I’ll expose an imposter 
(“mouse”) (defeat villain1) and remain 
whole (reward3).

5. I’ll feel bad, but a benefactor (“tall 
man”) (donor2) will assist me in the any 
way I want (help2).

6. Two people (donors3) will soon tell 
my wife and I (help3) that our search for 
new housing (difficult task3) (“four-leaf  
clover”) was successful (reward4).

7. If  I keep my own counsel, I’ll deny 
an exploiter (“a man sticking his neck out”) 
the means to beat me to a benefit (defeat 
villain2), and I’ll remain whole (reward5).

8. My musician friend, though talented, 
will not be able to make a living out of  per-
forming (failed difficult task). [This is an 
example of  a prediction involving people 
close to the client. They sometimes act as 
proxies, for example, when a reading fol-
lows the children of  older clients.]

9. I’m building up in my mind (“bubble”) 
something different from what I’m doing 
now (difficult task4), and it will succeed 
(reward6).

10. I’ll avoid distractions (test1), listen 
to an authority (in a “crown” or “profes-
sor’s hat”) (donor4) and receive guidance 
(help4).

11. I’ll avoid obstacles (difficult task5) 
and enjoy good health (reward7).

Again, let’s count the functions by cat-
egory. The reading says I’ll do the following 
in the course of  getting my wish:

• encounter four donors: a “bear,” a 
“tall man,” “two people,” a man wearing a 
“crown or professor’s hat;”

• use four helps: three sources of  mon-
ey, assistance, housing assistance, guidance;

• pass one test: avoid distractions;
• defeat two villains: expose an impos-

ter, deny an exploiter;
• complete five difficult tasks: get the 

wish, “harvest” a current project later, do a 
housing search, make a goal change, avoid 
obstacles; and

• gain seven rewards: my wish, a long 
delayed benefit, immunity from an impos-
ter, new housing, immunity from an ex-
ploiter, a changed goal, good health.

Morphological comparison 
of readings and folktales

It is striking that the functions abstracted 
from Propp’s folktale study appear repeat-
edly in both of  the tea leaf  readings. While 
the sample is small, this suggests that tale 
telling and tea leaf  reading are connected 
in their deep structures and from a per-
formance standpoint. Additional research 
would be needed to determine if  the pat-
tern holds across different readers and for 
a range of  clients of  different ages and 
backgrounds.

The functions in the readings and the 
predictions they contain are not randomly 
distributed. Rather, they follow a sequence 
that is similar to Propp’s move (LTR se-
quence):

Lack (L) àdifficult task completed or 
defeat of  a villain (T) àreward (R)

May occur with help, usually from a 
donor (though people can help them-
selves)

The two readings contain embedded 
moves. For example, the fortunes in both 
cups start with a lack (the wish), proceed 
to the completion of  a difficult task (the 
wish is “hard to get” in Cup #1 and a 
“climb” in Cup #2), and end with the wish 
coming true (reward) before continuing 

through other moves to their conclusions. 
The LTR sequence occurs five more times 
in Cup #1. My wife will: 1) acquire a home; 
2) preserve her marriage; 3) have a child; 4) 
write or help with a book; 5) handle per-
sonal problems and enjoy good health. It 
occurs six more times in Cup #2. I will: 
1) take the benefit later from a project 
underway now; 2) gain immunity from an 
imposter; 3) get new housing; 4) gain im-
munity from an exploiter; 5) succeed with a 
changed goal; 6) avoid obstacles and enjoy 
good health.

However, there are some important dif-
ferences between the two readings, on the 
one hand, and between the readings and 
Propp’s folktales, on the other. Let’s com-
pare the readings, first. The defeat of  vil-
lains does not appear in my wife’s cup but 
appears twice in mine. Also, moves having 
to do with work or career appear more fre-
quently in my cup, while those having to 
do with family are more prominent in my 
wife’s. These differences may stem from 
cultural expectations about the role of  
women (family-oriented and cooperative) 
versus that of  men (career-oriented and 
competitive), and they appear to support 
a point made by Claude Lévi-Strauss in 
his tribute to Propp that plot variations in 
tales—whether a “situation of  lack” is due 
to one thing or another, for example—are 
not arbitrary, as Propp seemed to suggest, 
but rather are influenced by cultural beliefs 
(Lévi-Strauss 1960, 185–6). Going further, 
like the fundamental cultural opposition in 
Amerindian mythology between the raw 
(nature) and the cooked (culture) (Lévi-
Strauss 1969), I would argue that the West-
ern preoccupation with what is temporary 
or episodic (E) versus lasting or perma-
nent (P) underlies the following functional 
analogies in both tales and the fortunes 
analyzed—help for further seeking (E) : 
sought for reward (P) :: test (E) : difficult 
task (P) :: donor (E) : marriage partner (P) 
:: “where you are now” (E) : “home in the 
end” (P).

The difference between the readings and 
Propp’s folktales is structural. For Propp, 
while a folktale may contain a number of  
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different moves, there is always a primary 
lack or villainy that starts things off  and a 
corresponding reward that liquidates that 
lack and concludes the tale. That’s what 
makes a multi-move story a single tale, as 
opposed to an assemblage of  separate tales. 
However, the correspondence between the 
opening and the closing is less clear in the 
readings. There is no necessary connection 
between the wish and health as topics, if, in 
fact, a prediction about health is the tradi-
tional closing of  a reading. As noted above, 
it may not be. Rather, it may be that while 
coverage of  it is required, it’s added at the 
end only if  it doesn’t appear elsewhere in 
the reading. For this reason, while folktales 
are “tied up with a bow,” readings seem fre-
er to wander, “to go around and see what 
you want to know,” subject as they are to 
the demands of  the leaves—that is, to what 
the leaves are “telling” the reader.

Why divination?
Theories about why forms of  divination 

like tea leaf  reading persist in the modern 
world abound. There are two mechanisms 
in these readings that contribute to their 
persuasiveness. One is cultural; the other is 
psychological.

At the cultural level: Tea leaf  fortunes and 
folktales operate against a backdrop of  
Western, culturally-derived expectations 
about the stages of  life. The young will de-
velop the skills to survive and thrive. They’ll 
connect with wiser heads (protectors and 
helpers), form bonds of  friendship and 
marriage, confront life’s challenges, hive 
off  and establish their own households, 
and raise children of  their own. And they’ll 
do so more or less in that order. As indi-
viduals, many of  us hope our lives will go 
this route, and when we hear it confirmed 
in a reading, it encourages us to believe in 
the reading’s predictions. In its progression 
and its drama, life does imitate art. Argu-
ably, this helps explain why folktales are 
satisfying while fortunes are persuasive. If  
readings were just “one damned thing af-
ter another,” their plausibility would suffer. 
They would lose cultural meaning.

Regarding the stages of  the life course 
referenced above: it can be said that the 
readings honored their sequence. We do 
not see predictions that the “home in the 
end” will be acquired before undertaking 
work or career-related tasks necessary to 
obtain it, or that children will be born be-
fore marriage. Making such predictions in 
my grandmother’s era, let’s say, would have 
put the readings at odds with cultural ex-
pectations, increased the anxiety level, and 
potentially weakened their persuasiveness. 
However, with the rise and acceptance of  
social trends that formerly seemed out of  
the norm and unrealistic—for example, 
emancipated, unmarried, and unemployed 
minors with children living in their own 
permanent, government-funded hous-
ing—the bounds of  what might seem 
persuasive in a prediction have likely ex-
panded. The same might be said for other 
social trends more prevalent in generations 
X through Z—for example, identity poli-
tics and a waning of  traditional views on 
gender roles and social institutions, includ-
ing marriage. It would be interesting to see 
how readers stay credible these days, not to 
mention how they find their way to a happy 
ending for modern clients.

At the psychological level: A kind of  confir-
mation bias, or tendency to only seek out 
information that supports one position or 
idea, operates when clients are encouraged 
to sift through their thoughts and recol-
lections to see what fits with a prediction 
that may be only broadly outlined (Smith 
2009, 149–51). An example can be found 
in the first reading when my wife racks 
her brain (“I can only think of  one person…”), 
and then plugs in a specific individual, the 
bagpipe player, into Amy’s broad descrip-
tion of  a person in costume who plays a 
big instrument. At that point, the predic-
tion can be said to “make sense.” It be-
comes an “aha moment,” one of  sudden 
insight or discovery. Another example oc-
curs in the second reading when I insert my 
fiddle-playing friend into Amy’s somewhat 
hedged description of  a musician who, 
though talented, won’t be able to make a 

career playing music. (Is it one musician or 
two; is the instrument a piano or a violin?) 
And, because fortunes typically cover long 
periods of  time (for example, “your home, 
when you do come to it”), the predictions 
they contain can linger awaiting confirma-
tion throughout life. For example, does my 
writing of  this paper, now, confirm Amy’s 
prediction back then that I would harvest 
something in the future when it was ripe 
for the taking, something that began with 
the letter “f ”—“folklore”? (“You know, if  
you don’t take it now, in another cycle of  
time, and you’ll make it better maybe.…”) 
Does the fact that I pursued a career in 
social services rather than anthropology  
confirm Amy’s prediction that I would suc-
ceed at something different from what I was 
engaged in at the time? (“That’s the bubble, 
or not a bubble, but something you’ve got 
in your mind that’s big, and you’re going 
to make this something. And it’s something 
different to what you are doing.”) Did the 
tear in my fortune foretell the sadness I 
would come to feel about my eventual di-
vorce from my wife? (“See the tear coming 
out of  there? There it is. You’re going to 
feel bad about something…. [And] it hasn’t 
all come out yet.”)

Or are these all examples of  confirma-
tion bias? Arguably, we all return later to 
things we enjoyed but left behind earlier in 
life. People do make big changes in their 
lives, and life is full of  tears of  regret. 
Should it be considered an accurate pre-
diction to foretell these things in any life? 
Put another way, given enough time, would 
each one of  us be able to confirm just 
about any prediction that a reader might 
make? Our lives may be that eventful. And 
yet, it all seems so—persuasive.

Randomness, order, 
agency, and “belief”

A kinetic link surely exists from the cli-
ent’s hand and lips to the cup to the tea 
to the leaves. Thus, the physics of  drink-
ing from a cup would likely influence the 
shapes in the leaves and would be differ-
ent for different people and for the same 
person on different occasions. Exactly 
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telling another person (a supplicant) some 
important, sometimes pivotal things. Ad-
epts want to tell; they want to exercise power, 
the power to define the situation. Suppli-
cants are willing to give up power to receive 
the definition. Supplicants are vulnerable. 
They wonder if  what they’re getting is 
real. However, there’s vulnerability on the 
other side, as well. The adept’s agency, or 
ability, and reputation for accuracy are on 
the line in the telling. It is performance 
anxiety (the adept) versus suspicion (the 
supplicant). The point is to reduce, on 
both sides, the reasons to lack faith in the 
predictions and to increase the reasons to 
have confidence in them. The means of  
doing so is a kind of  distancing in which 
the medium becomes the focus while the 
human factor is downplayed. Pascal Boyer 
(2020) called this “ostensive detachment” 
and made the case that confidence increases 
as ostensive detachment increases and that 
the need for ostensive detachment increases 
as the stakes go up. Although Gillian Ben-
nett (1999, 125–6) did not use the term 
ostensive detachment to describe the dis-
claimers that veterans of  ghostly encounters 
often make while struggling to understand 
and relate what they experienced—saying 
about the event, that it occurred in broad 
daylight or that alcohol wasn’t involved, for 
example—they may have that effect, if  only 
to leave the final judgment on whether it re-
ally occurred or not in the balance (“Isn’t 
that odd, that?”). Ostensive detachment was 
clearly evident in Amy’s tea leaf  readings. 
She was making perceptive observations 
about the persons and futures of  two very 
important people in her life, so the stakes 
were high. She was saying to my wife: you’re 
talented and you’re patient, and she was 
saying to me—you’re headstrong, be care-
ful. In a sense, though, it wasn’t Amy who 
was speaking, it was the leaves. Amy had a 
degree of  protection. The leaves could be 
praised for their accuracy; however, in a 
pinch where they slid, they could also be 
blamed. For example, when I questioned 
her claim that the sadness I’d feel would be 
slight—it was a big drip —Amy was able to 
put it down to the angle of  the cup. 

how the force at work in a cup operated 
Amy did not say. However, astrologer Ali-
za Kelly (2018) wrote, “Like all divination 
practices, tea leaf  reading is based on the 
concept of  directing energy. When we fo-
cus our magickal intention on the tea, the 
leaves become energetic conduits that are 
capable of  mirroring our experiences—in-
cluding those which have yet to occur.”

Although Amy did not develop either of  
these notions, the idea of  a metaphysical 
Star Wars-like force being at work through 
the link may have been closer to her think-
ing. Amy pointed out that it was important 
to drink the tea in a normal manner and 
to avoid swirling it around. You could take 
some precautions, like letting the cup drip, 
but she seemed to say, “Don’t try to force 
the leaves; they’re out of  your control.” 
Thus, randomness was needed for the 
power involved. (“…If  you let it stand...
for a few minutes and let it dry out, then 
if  water comes out of  it, then you’ll find 
that there’s going to be tears or that there’s 
going to be something.... And, it’s surpris-
ing how that tear will come, if  it’s going to 
come.”) What was left from this process 
was a residue of  images that required an 
imposed order to be understood and com-
municated. The rules operated at two lev-
els. First, Amy had a method for reading 
leaves, which included finding the wish, 
locating the home and looking around it 
for symbols, interpreting the symbols, and 
getting the client involved in the reading. 
We might almost call this method a lan-
guage, “speaking cups,” and it was some-
thing that Amy could articulate and teach. 
But there was another rule operating at 
a deeper level, one less available to con-
scious awareness. It was the sequence: lack 
(L) à difficult task completed or defeat of  
a villain (T) à reward (R). Although not 
articulated, this rule provided a structure 
into which the symbols could be inserted 
to cue their narration. The sequence re-
sembles what is called, in literary theory, a 
story structure, an element that underlies 
the order in which the events in a narrative 
are presented to a reader (Lunsford and 
Horowitz 2005).

Regardless whether one believes the 
world is, at bottom, a physical or a meta-
physical phenomenon, lived life remains 
uncertain and contingent. Being a scientist 
or a shaman won’t save you there. The for-
mer, as easily as the latter, can mistake an 
opportunity for a pitfall, a friend for a con-
niver, or a prince charming for a cad. And, 
when it comes to acting in the moment, 
people perforce turn to things that other 
people say work, or might work. That could 
involve material cause and effect thinking 
as it comes down from one’s culture or it 
could mean—particularly, where the infor-
mation is limited and the stakes are high—
old saws or divined predictions. Even these, 
as opposed to wild guesses, aren’t based on 
nothing. Rather, they gain strength in the 
same way that the sciences do—when they 
emerge from steps in a process, especially a 
scheme that can be articulated. The related 
point that “belief ’ about why something 
works is less clear or of  less interest than 
that it works, or may work—and that it’s 
the folklorist’s job initially to trace the lat-
ter (how) and bracket the former (why)—
was made by Sabina Magliocco in an article 
aptly titled, “Beyond Belief: Context, Ra-
tionality and Participatory Consciousness,” 
on Italian folk healing (2012). Magliocco 
followed Linda Dégh’s lead on the study 
of  belief  legends and their tellers (1996). 
Magliocco quoted her informants: “Non é 
vero ma ci credo” (“It’s not true, but I believe 
in it”), where “it” includes a set of  practices 
that must be learned and performed for the 
healing to work. The same point could be 
made about tea leaf  divination. Amy said 
virtually nothing about why it works, my 
speculations aside, and everything about 
that it works, if  you know and follow the 
rules. In other words, it’s all about partici-
pation. Regarding the rational and the “par-
ticipatory,” Magliocco (2012, 11) wrote, 
“The co-existence, in all human societies, 
of  these contrasting ways of  knowing ex-
plains the tenuous, ambivalent nature of  
belief, and its ubiquitous co-existence with  
rationality.”

From an unvarnished viewpoint, a lot of  
divination is about one person (an adept) 
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Conclusion
Arguably, tea leaf  readings have much in 

common with folktales. Though tales are 
viewed as fiction and readings as real in their 
predictions, both take the form of  dramatic 
narratives. Readings and tales alike can raise 
some serious issues, but neither genre casts 
its lead character as a victim, rather as a play-
er in a world worth winning. In this sense, 
readings and folktales endorse the societal 
status quo, and while listeners to folktales are 
only indirectly cast as the hero of  the story 
through identification with the protagonist, 
they are directly depicted as such in readings. 
A folktale is about someone like you; a read-
ing is about you. And like a folktale, a good 
tea leaf  reading mixes anxiety with feelings 
of  relief. It’s a tempest in a teacup.

References
A Highland Seer. 1881. Tea-Cup Reading and 

Fortune-Telling by Tea Leaves. New York: 
George Sully and Company.

Arrian. 1976. Anabasis of  Alexander, Volume 
I: Books 1-4. Translated by P. A. Brunt. 
Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Bennett, Gillian. 1999. “From Private Ex-
perience to Public Performance: Super-
natural Experience as Narrative.” In Alas 
Poor Ghost: Traditions of  Belief  in Story and 
Discourse, 115–38. Logan, UT: Utah State 
University Press.

Berry, Jason. 1995. The Spirit of  Black Hawk: 
A Mystery of  Africans and Indians. Jackson, 
MS: University Press of  Mississippi.

Boyer, Pascal. 2020. “Why Divination? 
Evolved Psychology and Strategic Inter-
action in the Production of  Truth.” Cur-
rent Anthropology 61 (1): 100–23.

Bramah, Edward. 1972. Tea and Coffee: A 
Modern View of  300 Years of  Tradition. 
London: Hutchinson.

Day, Doris. 1956. “Que Será, Será.” Jay  
Livingston, composer; Ray Evans, lyricist; 
Frank De Vol, producer. Columbia Records.

Dégh, Linda. 1996. “What is a Belief  Leg-
end?” Folklore 107: 33–46.

Espirito Santo, Diana. 2019 (2023). “Divi-
nation.” In The Open Encyclopedia of  An-
thropology, edited by Felix Stein. Facsimile 

of  the first edition in The Cambridge En-
cyclopedia of  Anthropology. https://www. 
anthroencyclopedia.com/entry/divination

Goodwin, Lindsey. 2021. “Tasseography 
Symbols for Reading Coffee or Tea 
Leaves. What Do the Forms in Your Cof-
fee or Teacup Mean?” The Spruce Eats. Up-
dated 5/29. https://www.thespruceeats.com/
tasseography-tea-leaf-reading-symbols-765838

Hitchcock, Alfred, director. 1956. The Man 
who Knew Too Much. Paramount Pictures, 
2 hr. Story by Charles Bennett and D. B. 
Wyndham-Lewis. Screenplay by John Mi-
chael Hayes.

Kelly, Aliza. 2018. “Your Essential Guide 
to Tasseography, the Practice of  Read-
ing Tea Leaves.” May 7. Allure. https://
www.allure.com/story/how-to-read-tea-leaves-
tasseography/amp

Lease, E. 1919. “The Number Three, Mys-
terious, Mystic, Magic.” Classical Philology 
14 (1): 56–73.

Lévi-Strauss, Claude. 1960. “Structure and 
Form: Reflections on a Work by Vladimir 
Propp.” In Structural Anthropology, Volume 
II. Translated from the French by Mo-
nique Layton. New York: Basic Books.

Lévi-Strauss, Claude. 1969. The Raw and the 
Cooked. Mythologiques, Volume 1. Translat-
ed from the French by John and Doreen 
Weightman. Chicago: University of  Chi-
cago Press.

Lunsford, A., and F. Horowitz. 2005. The 
Everyday Writer, 3rd ed. Boston: Bedford/
St. Martin’s Press.

Magliocco, Sabina. 2012. “Beyond Belief: 
Context, Rationality and Participatory 
Consciousness.” Western Folklore 71 (1): 
5–24.

Mowat, B., and P. Werstine. 2013. The Trag-
edy of  Macbeth by William Shakespeare. Fol-
ger Shakespeare Library. New York: Si-
mon and Schuster Paperbacks.

Olshansky, D. 2008. Vladimir Propp. The 
Literary Encyclopedia. The Literary Dic-
tionary Company, Ltd. https://www.litencyc.
com/php/speople.php?rec=true&UID=3652

Portlock-Thorogood, Zak. 2015. “How 
Propp’s Theory Fits with Star Wars.” Oc-
tober 18. https://www.jedinews.com/misc/
articles/how-propps-theory-fits-with-star-wars/

Propp, V. 1958. Morphology of  the Folktale. 
Edited with an introduction by Svatava 
Pirkova-Jakobson. Translated by Lau-
rence Scott. Volume 9, Bibliographical 
and Special Series. Philadelphia: Ameri-
can Folklore Society.

Propp, V. 1968. Morphology of  the Folktale. 
First edition translated by Laurence Scott 
with an introduction by Svatava Pirkova-
Jakobson. Second edition revised and ed-
ited with a preface by Louis A. Wagner 
and new introduction by Alan Dundes. 
Austin TX: University of  Texas Press.

Sampson, R. 2015. “Debate: Propp’s Char-
acter Conventions in Modern Film.” Feb-
ruary 15. Film Inquiry. https://www.filmin-
quiry.com/character-conventions-propp/

Smith, J. C. 2009. Pseudoscience and Extraor-
dinary Claims of  the Paranormal: A Critical 
Thinker’s Toolkit. London: Wiley-Black-
well.

Michael Cahill received his Doctorate in 
Anthropology from Indiana University 
in 1993. His Bachelor’s degree was 
from Princeton University in 1972. As a 
graduate student at Indiana, he was a 
Visiting Lecturer in the Department of 
Criminal Justice. He also taught courses 
at Bedford College Center in Bedford, 
Indiana. During his 32-year career with 
the New York State Office of Children and 
Family Services, he conducted research 
on the prevention of child fatalities and 
the financial exploitation of vulnerable 
adults. Image of author is of an oil 
painting completed in 2021 by Joseph 
Rogerson. Courtesy of the author.



For the General Public
Voices is a peer-reviewed scholarly journal, 
published twice annually. Join New York 
Folklore and become part of a community 
that will deepen your involvement with 
folklore, folklife, the traditional arts, and 
contemporary culture. As a member, 
you’ll have early notice of Gallery special 
exhibits and NYF-sponsored key events.  
Members receive a discount on NYF 
Gallery items.

For Artists and Professionals
Become a member and learn about 
technical assistance programs that will get 
you the help you may need in your work:

Mentoring and Professional Development

Folk Artists Self-Management Project

Folk Archives Project

Consulting and Referral

Advocacy

A Public Voice

Join or Renew your New York Folklore 
Membership to Receive Voices

and other Member Benefits

Membership Levels

Individual

$  50.00	 Basic Membership

$100.00	 Harold W. Thompson Circle

$150.00	 Edith Cutting Folklore in 
		  Education

Organizations/Institutions

$  75.00	 Subscriber

$100.00	 Partner

$150.00	 Edith Cutting Folklore in  
		  Education

Please add $20.00 for non-US addresses.

For payment, choose the option that works best for you: 
Use our website, www.nyfolklore.org

 
or mail a check to us at 129 Jay St., Schenectady NY 12305; 

or call the NYF business office, 518-346-7008, to pay with 
a credit card over the phone.


