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With thanks to:


my tarot clients who have trusted me to participate in the beautification of their lives


and


the friends and family who have orbited around me like moons, reflecting back my light during my darkest times
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WHAT IS
TAROT THERAPY?



I first came across tarot readings on YouTube almost ten years ago. Tarot wasn’t mainstream at that time; it was building in popularity but was still very niche. A popular tarot video then would have received maybe 2,000 views, in contrast to 150,000 and more for some of the bigger names today. Tarot wasn’t something that was spoken about day-to-day either. It existed minimally in occult TV shows, and I had a friend who had a ‘woman they went to’ to predict the future, but it was still very obscure.


The more I watched tarot videos the more I found myself charmed by mothers who were doing readings for the pleas-ure of sharing, fitting them in around their otherwise busy work and family schedules. I would fall asleep to a tarot video as if listening to a lullaby and wake up and listen to another while I got dressed for work. Watching tarot was one of my favourite things to do with my downtime. Today, I wouldn’t recommend listening to so many tarot readings in a short period of time. In those beginning stages I was falling in love, and you know how it is in those early giddy stages when it feels like there is no such thing as too much.


I loved seeing the different decks and art styles. The ways the creators illustrated the highs and lows of life. How they imagined love or grief, or endurance, or triumph. I was soothed by hearing these women gently describe the difficulties of adult life and offer hope. I liked being given tarot predictions for the drama of the upcoming week and then living through it thinking, ‘Gosh, I’m so glad I had a heads-up. I can handle things differently.’ After months of watching as much tarot as I could, I realised it was not because I wanted to hear a tarot reading, but because I was longing for my own relationship with the cards. I wanted to practice.


HOW I GOT STARTED


Today, years on from when I first started practising, many of my clients are open and enthusiastic when I recommend that they get a deck of tarot cards of their own. This wasn’t always the case. In the earlier days, people were curious enough to try a tarot reading but still reluctant to work with a deck of their own. Perhaps through lack of know-ledge and confidence, or scepticism, but sometimes because of cultural experiences that discouraged it. I could relate to this because I also grappled with fears and questions about using tarot, and so it was a slow journey to me buying my first deck.


I struggled with my religious upbringing, and was generally apprehensive about the unknowns of what tarot could open me up to. Would I start to experience strange and uncanny things that belong only in ghost novels and films because I was playing with something I shouldn’t? Even though I was uncertain, I couldn’t deny that it was working; it was improving my life. So, as my birthday approached, I bought myself a set of cards and the rest is history.


At first, I was very literal, intellectual and practical about it. Tarot was no different to me than a daily motivational message. The guidance could have just as easily come from a book of quotes or my favourite writer’s monthly newsletter. I didn’t want to go too far into the mysticism of it all (that would come later). Tarot for me at that time was for practical down-to-earth advice and the deck was simply a graphic alphabet system. A way of writing my own story.


Just a couple of months after getting my first deck, my next ‘first’ was a solo trip to Florence, Italy, a country with a long history of cartomancy (using playing cards for life insights and fortune telling). I spent slow days on trains along the beautiful western coast, reading books about the tarot suit system and traditional meanings of the cards. I began to memorise the different characters, themes and scenarios. I remember being full of apprehension at the start of the trip on my way to the airport, thinking that I was pushing myself too far out of my comfort zone by going alone to a place I had never been to before and where I did not speak the language. But that trip became a beautiful origin point to where years later, long periods of solo travel would come to define my spiritual journey and day-to-day life.


Back home, after reading tarot for myself for a few months, I began doing short readings for friends, and then for members of the Black feminist society at my university where I was president at the time. The beautiful feedback I received and the sense of direction and clarity tarot was bringing to my own life gave me confidence. I came to love tarot and now, even when I’m at my most tired or when I’ve taken months off from reading for others, it has been a consistent source of beauty, pleasure and care.


My love for tarot brought me to a fork in the road. I was years into my PhD research and around the time when I should have been finishing my third higher education degree, I was conflicted by wanting a change in direction. I was burnt out by academia and I didn’t want to write long theoretical papers any more. I wanted to take my gift for abstract thought and use it to support my community with tarot readings around the same themes I had been researching and writing about all my life. I wanted to move from thinking to being in the practice of joy and healing, and exploring ways to create liberating life changes for whole communities, using spiritual tools and practices to move around the limitations of structural inequalities. I wanted practical and relatable approaches so that even people with very limited resources and support could find a method of change, instead of success and the overcoming of obstacles being the inspiring story of just a lucky few who made it up from the bottom. I wanted this especially for the communities I belonged to, and this was how Tarot Therapy was born: out of my desire to bring healing to people being harmed and disadvantaged by long-standing social issues.


Today, I never travel far away from home without at least one deck in my bag. A few weeks ago it took me thirty minutes to re-box and pack away all the cards that were sprawled across the living room floor as I sought to coach myself through a difficult weekend. Picking cards and laying them out in spreads like a maths equation, giving my stress and my questions a place to go. Now I can’t imagine ever again struggling through the challenges of life disoriented, confused and alone. I can’t imagine not having a perspective to root my hope in. I can’t imagine not having the cryptic empathy of seeing my mental and emotional state unfold as a story in front of me one card at a time. I can’t imagine not living with the peace that comes from the wise counsel of a Tarot Therapy practice.


WHAT IS THE TAROT?


The tarot is a form of cartomancy where a pack of illustrated cards – typically seventy-eight – is used for divination (reading symbols within a defined meaning system to predict future events and/or illuminate hidden knowledge). There is much conjecture about the origins of the tarot. But we do know that the standardised tarot illustration system that is most used and adapted is by British-born, and of Jamaican descent, illustrator Pamela Colman Smith, who in 1909 created the imagery that is so widely used now, alongside occult writer Arthur Edward Waite.


A tarot deck is divided into twenty-two major arcana, which are archetypes representing universal themes of human experience, and fifty-six minor arcana as a more detailed exploration of how those archetypes show up in day-to-day life. The minor arcana are also divided into suits with elemental correspondences: Wands (Fire), Pentacles (Earth), Swords (Air) and Cups (Water). Each suit and element informs the meaning of the card. For example, the Wands suit can symbolise instinct and action; the Swords suit can be psyche or changeability. Each suit in the minor arcana includes Court Cards (King, Queen, Knight and Page) as characters that represent either us as the subject of the reading, or other people who are influencing our lives. When pulling tarot cards, the different card combinations that are pulled in response to a question tell a story of our lives. They can contextualise the past and give indication of what may come in the future as a consequence of the present.


I have always been a deeply introspective person and when I started to read the tarot I had already seen a psychi-atrist for suicidal ideation and been in four years of talk therapy. I had been invested in working on my mental health and well-being for years. As an intellectual working and studying in a university, my whole life was about questioning, and this made my approach to tarot distinct from the fortune-telling brand of its occult associations. I was interested in using the tarot to become well. Tarot became an adaptive therapeutic process because of the way I chose to use it, and the training I had in asking beneficial and constructive questions was key.


The tarot is a tool for intuition, and we need our intuition whenever we want to navigate life beyond the obvious physical appearance of things, because there is more to life than meets the eye. Our intuition is like another sense (like smell or taste) that helps us organise our experiences of the world. We sometimes misguidedly expect our intuition to be a perfect voice of inner wisdom just waiting to be listened to. But intuition has to be grown and developed and our ability to understand sacred truths has to be built up over time through learning and experience. The mechan-isms of our intuition – namely our psychic skill – have to be honed and without doing this we are not very wise at all. Without practice, the intuition can be crude, underdeveloped and clumsy. We may have dramatic moments where we feel a strong push away from or towards something, that we later note as intuitive wisdom. At other times we may get no sense of direction at all. Or feel that we trusted an intuitive nudge or urge and ended up worse off. A misfire.


Our intuition is comprised of our ‘clair’ talents such as: clairsentience – empathic feeling, receiving information through emotions (this is one of my most developed gifts); clairvoyance – receiving information through visions, often prophetic, but can relate to people or places in the past or present; clairaudience – to hear messages and sounds, not dependent on the ears (mediums for example may use this skill for conversations with spirits); and the list of abilities goes on.


Our intuition is strengthened when we practice using our spiritual senses in day-to-day life. The tarot is then a very helpful practical tool for developing our intuition. This is because we get regular feedback by the results we see in our daily lives. Regular tarot practice helps us hone our intuitive senses. For example, let’s say you pull a card to indicate the energy of the day ahead and get The Sun. You interpret that card as a sign of optimism and positivity; however, you have the worst day possible – you lose something important, and you receive non-stop bad news. Understandably, you question the reading, and hopefully, with some maturity, your interpretation too. Was it a card indicating a positive and happy day, or perhaps a message about illumination, news and things coming to light? This is where your intuitive skill comes in. As a clairsentient tarot reader I could pull The Sun card and also feel a sense of overwhelm when holding it, and this would shape my interpretation of the symbolism of The Sun. Just that small additional piece of intuitive knowledge makes me a more skilful reader and gives me more accurate reading abilities.


Anybody can use cards for whatever purpose they choose, but not everybody has the talent for reading or divining with cards. I have some clients who read tarot for themselves and book tarot appointments with me to get a perspective that points out any blind spots they may have; to strengthen and validate their intuition through confirmation of what they are sensing; and to receive spiritual teaching and instruction from me. On the other hand, I have other clients who don’t read cards at all and only ever engage with the tarot as a listener. The same choice is posed to you as a reader of this book:




	You have the choice to use a tarot deck alongside the discussion as part of a therapeutic self-recovery process, by going through the questioning exercises in each chapter and pulling cards. (See ‘How to Work with This Book’).



	Even if you don’t have a tarot deck you can do the Tarot Therapy practice by exploring the exercises with your friends, community or therapist. You might find it useful to write down your thoughts and findings in a notebook or on your phone.


	Alternatively, you can explore this book without taking the further steps of the exercises, instead enjoying the journey as a curious student learning from my wisdom as an experienced Tarot Therapy practitioner.





WHAT IS TAROT THERAPY?


Tarot Therapy is a practice of deepening and strengthening our most important relationship: the one we have with ourselves. It is a mirror of our soul, or psyche, our persona. Unlike common tarot practice, it places less emphasis on predicting the future; Tarot Therapy is instead about our quality of experience in the present, as a pivotal factor in what we hope to come next. The emphasis of Tarot Therapy is addressing the disruption of hostility and fear in our lives. Whether that’s from our environment (work, home, family, etc) or the muddled condition of our mind. It is creating safety by exposing harm – from others or as forms of self-neglect – and understanding its causes. The questioning ethos of Tarot Therapy is exploring possibilities to remove and remedy spiritual, mental and emotional injury, leaving room for us to heal and recover.


Tarot Therapy as a regular practice, sometimes as often as daily, helps to strengthen our resolve in the principles that lead to our healing by repeating the messaging in different ways. I do weekly Tarot Therapy live streams for my House of Black community and this is something I say often; that we will get the same message in different ways until we are ready to move on to something else. The tarot card Five of Pentacles comes up frequently as we work through the themes of personal hardship, enduring a pandemic, loneliness, etc. The presence of that card and its position in relation to other tarot cards in the reading helps us chart our journey in dealing with those challenges.


Tarot Therapy is a dialogue between the reader and the deck using the voice of our intuition. It is an immersive experience where we cease rationalising away the wisdom of our imagination and build trust in our perceptions. For example, you shuffle and select the tarot card, The Empress. The wheat field illustration in the background of her throne catches your attention this time and you recall the themes of autumn and harvest. You start to think of your creative process and the need to value your work and be sustained by all that you have produced thus far. Or maybe you are considering a remortgage and the themes of harvest give you peace about withdrawing some equity and reinvesting in yourself. There are many possibilities because the tarot is not binary – we limit ourselves when we think in extremes and expect absolutes. It is an imaginative story you are telling yourself and, at times, you are hearing from a narrator with a much bigger vision than you.


Tarot Therapy then is for mental clarity and emotional recovery. This implies that there may be times when we come to the practice hurt, distressed or confused. But even when we aren’t in the best possible mental state for contemplating our circumstances, there is still a benefit to the practice. Sometimes that comes by pulling cards and seeing the picture of exactly what we feel at that time. By giving voice to our pain and language to our emotions. Sometimes it can be clarifying when we aren’t sure what is disturbing our peace; this is one of the most profound aspects of tarot and I love supporting my clients in this way. Anyone can say, ‘I’m sorry this happened to you’, but someone with no former or intimate knowledge of your circumstances laying out an illustration of your life and feelings is like a beautiful form of cosmic validation. It is a way that we feel seen and heard. Even when you are alone with your deck of cards, that experience can be very comforting. From there, when we are ready to, we can interrogate – why, how, what could bring change?


To choose to do Tarot Therapy is to be in conversation with yourself and others. It is broadening your perspective by developing trusted counsel and guidance. It is finding companionship and being acknowledged in your life experi-ences. It is being protected and celebrated. Disciplined and cautioned. It is consciously playing a role in your ongoing transformation.


CAN TAROT REALLY BE THERAPY?


It is common to hear that a tarot reading cannot replace going to talk therapy and I do agree with this – to an extent. Tarot reveals. Its value is to show you what is happening and what is possible. But the healing and personal transformation work is in the choices we make when we have packed away the cards. Tarot is generally diagnostic – the ‘what’. I am frequently told by clients that I have been able to share truths with them in a single reading that it took years for them to come to in talk therapy. This is a regular occurrence for me in my personal practice, having breakthrough moments and realisations about myself and my actions. This is very powerful, but still, that is often where a reading will end. A skilful reader may be able to tell you how to make changes but that is generally where the relationship between reader and client stops. Talk therapy can be part of the process of figuring out how to make those advised changes as something you live out day-to-day. Though a spiritual counselling approach to tarot where we work together at regular intervals is something I have offered over the years, the majority of people use tarot readings as a one-off service a few times a year. So, it is fair to say, when approached in this way tarot is not therapeutic, it is advisory.


This however does not mean that tarot cannot be therapy, and there is a cultural bias in the suggestion that talk therapy is inherently more valuable, useful or effective than engaging a tarot practice for healing. While I have found talk therapy incredibly transformative, the growing trend of recommending therapy to everyone as a coverall ‘get help’ message can compromise our emotional safety and deepen alienation. Therapists are not supremely capable and virtuous. They are all working within the boundaries of their own cultural biases and socio-political values. For example, even while talk therapy was helping me, I was never encouraged to share my spiritual philosophies and systems of belief as valid and respected. All my therapists were opposed to religious thinking and so it was not something I could seriously reflect on and grapple with in my sessions. Furthermore, therapy approaches like CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy), for example, are not designed to incorporate social issues as a context for mental illness, but are focused on making people functional enough to keep going in the context of ongoing social harm (which we might be experiencing as racism, sexism, transphobia, white supremacy, climate change, etc).


A Tarot Therapy practice however can be a vehicle for realising our radical and liberatory politics. It can speak to the needs of individuals and societies, addressing both the personal and the political. I practice Tarot Therapy for myself in my daily life, and I extend this into community care each week in my wellness community, House of Black. During community readings, we are always reflecting on the world we live in and our responsibility and hope for change.


Tarot Therapy therefore goes beyond the clinical boundaries of talking therapies. It isn’t an hour-long safe space of questioning; it is a timeless dialogue with questions with replies and suggestions. It is not detached in the same way talk therapy is; it is invested, involved and opinionated. It could be a question about a relationship you are pining over and the reply could be the cards The Devil, The Tower and the Three of Swords. An unequivocal message that this is detrimental to you. You can of course take the conversation further to enquire why you feel so energised to connect to a relationship that is harmful. But a tarot reading is not neutral and withholding, and more specifically when we engage in spirit communication through the cards, there are aspects of consent – a spirit may not agree to discuss particular topics.


Conversations can be refused (as I’ve experienced often). Sometimes a client will come to me to discuss their finances, and while I always try to make sure their questions are addressed, there is sometimes a detour. I sometimes have to say ‘I’m sorry, but the intention of great spirit is to discuss something more pressing: you are here to discuss money but the reading is showing you are chronically depressed and heartbroken and are at the edge of giving up.’ There have even been times where I have given a gentle and graceful warning that there is a message about abuse; and each time that client has become vulnerable about something they have had to silence and suppress in other parts of their lives. People often think their secrets or the things they are ashamed of will not come up in a reading. But each time, tarot reveals something. It is raw and exposing. You come to a reading to be fully seen (and held without judgement), and that is therapeutic.


Using tarot as a therapy tool also completely informs what kinds of questions we ask, and that in turn shapes the kind of healing experiences that become possible for us. For example, instead of: ‘Will so and so ever come back to me?’, we might ask: ‘I feel very attached to this person, is there something I need to understand about the dynamic or the role of this person in my life?’. Perhaps you get an answer that gives you a strategy for release or emotional detachment. For example, you need time away to grieve, or it would help you to let go of their belongings, or maybe travel or start dating again – there are many possibilities. Alternatively, maybe the reading does indicate that you and this person have unfinished business, and how you might manage your life during the interim until you are both in a place to address it. By asking constructive questions that honour your sense of agency, at each step of Tarot Therapy you are able to have a compassionate dialogue that makes your well-being primary, rather than leaving you to the fates and choices of others in your life.


Tarot Therapy however isn’t about empowerment because that can be a false promise. Sometimes we are facing life circumstances, or feelings that are overpowering us, and we need a space to be honest and frank about that. Sometimes we don’t need to wrestle ourselves and others for more power. We need to surrender. Tarot Therapy is about healthy connection. Firstly to ourselves, and then other life-supporting experiences and relationships. It is about true intimacy – restoring the fullness of feeling and our multi-sensory abilities in a life we so often have to shut down from and numb out just to survive.


HOW TO WORK WITH THIS BOOK


You will notice that the chapters of this book deal with the twenty-two major arcana tarot cards only. My approach to Tarot Therapy is to talk about some of the major life issues that we currently face in our different walks of life. Such as our desire to experience love (chapter 1) and intimacy. Our questions about our life purpose (chapter 2) and direction. Or our need to escape the grip of working to exhaustion and to experience deep rest and healing (chapter 3). As well as our internal questions about what we believe and our relationship to truth (chapter 5), how we can actually use the tarot for change (chapter 4), and how to build hope (chapter 6) and resilience by embracing taboo emotions such as anger. These archetypal themes are exactly the kinds of topics addressed through the major arcana and are the necessary foundation to understanding further explorations of the minor arcana in the future.


You do not have to read through this book chronologic-ally. You can choose a chapter by a theme you find particularly interesting or relevant to you at the time. Each chapter has a group of major arcana cards that guide us through the discussion. I do not use the major arcana in chrono-logical order. Instead, the intentional combination of cards (for example The Chariot, The Lovers and The Star for chapter 3) is part of my meaning-making process, and a real-time demonstration of how you can use the tarot to imagine, contemplate and find truth in your own life.


When we use a well-shuffled deck, the tarot cards will come up in many different combinations. By discussing the major arcana cards non-chronologically, I am giving a practical example of how we create points of meaning between tarot cards.


Each chapter stands on its own merit as tarot commentary on an important social issue that will be personally relevant to you. This book is intimate and honest because that is what a tarot reading feels like. In my writing I let you into private and vulnerable moments in my life as an example of the meanings of the cards because I believe storytelling – especially the act of listening and being heard – can be a therapeutic process. Without this, Tarot Therapy would be a book of detached spiritual analysis. That is not what I wanted to write. Therapy takes time; likewise, this book isn’t a quick read with tarot tips to get fast results for a successful life. It is written to be a beautiful travelling therapy area in your mind that you can withdraw to for inner peace.


The chapters are loosely divided into two parts: the beginning of each chapter covers ‘the journey’ where I talk about my personal experience of the issues; and this is then followed by ‘the healing’ where I share the wisdom of the tarot on the topic. There will be times when the ideas in this book feel complex or new to you and that’s a normal aspect of spiritual exploration. I have put ❍ in the places where a pause for reflection or slowing down might be helpful. Alongside the exploration of the major arcana cards, you will also come across Tarot Therapy reflection questions that you can use, along with the wisdom in this book, to apply to your own life. If you own a tarot deck, you can pull cards as you come to these questions and begin a Tarot Therapy session for yourself. If you don’t have a tarot deck, you can journal about the questions, or bring them up in talk therapy.
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