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INTRODUCTION






ALL MEANINGS are obvious. Sometimes they may be an “elusive obvious,” as Moshé Feldenkrais put it. But this is why we can start with the tarot without knowing anything about it. And why we shall discover even more aspects and new sights of the pictures only later, once we are acquainted with them. This book, Tarot Basics, aims to offer a path to understanding the cards that is alert, empathic, and enhances your knowledge by experience. Anyone can use the tarot, simply by realizing what he or she is seeing, applying the knowledge at hand, and exploring the present significance.




THE TRICKY THING CALLED MEANING


As Arthur E. Waite himself pointed out, “The true tarot is symbolism; it speaks no other language and offers no other signs.”


Tarot symbols and pictures include more than just one message. They tell numerous stories and continue to tell new stories each time you encounter them. They offer multiple perspectives of perception and interpretation. This is the main difference between an authentic tarot deck and other kinds of illustrations, card games, and comic designs, which may be fantastic and full of imagination, but do not refer to the specific characteristics of the tarot. The two classics of the tarot—the decks of Waite-Smith and of Crowley-Harris—demonstrate this, which is why we have highlighted them in this book, in addition to the Marseille, which dates back to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But any deck that adheres to multilayered tarot symbolism can be interpreted in this way.








IMAGES THAT ALLOW AND REQUEST A SECOND SIGHT



The typical modern tarot presents a double perception for each card. For example, when you look at the image of The Emperor in the Waite-Smith deck, you see a stony desert. The card shows a wasteland.
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The stony desert, the wasteland from the picture of The Emperor, Waite-Smith Tarot






This may represent the lack, or maybe the loss, of fecundity. It can stand for a kind of power, order, or government that does not let anything grow. The same picture could demonstrate the very beginning of cultivation: The challenge and the ability to “turn a desert into a garden” as is typical for the early springtime in the month of Aries (in the northern hemisphere). This echoes scripture quoted in Christian Easter ceremonies. Several heads of an Aries and an Easter lamb are depicted in the respective pictures of the Waite-Smith and the Crowley-Harris Tarots.


In one perception, the Emperor symbolizes the cropless end of a rule hostile to life. In another perception, the picture highlights our potency to create and develop new fruitful life, also in respect to the individual question currently concerned.
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Foot on the water from the picture of The Star, Waite-Smith Tarot











DOUBLE MEANING OF PICTORIAL DETAILS


Another example: The foot of the “Star” woman is placed on the water surface.


In the language of symbols, “water” means psyche, soul, and feelings. The “foot on the water” again provides a double meaning: one is positive—the water supports (it is carrying the woman in the picture); in other words, psyche and faith provide a basis and a “standpoint” upon which we can navigate the world. In terms of a negative meaning, in water, there is no access to feelings. One is not able to enter the water. We stand at the shore as if our soul was frozen, emotions numbed.


Similarly, within the Crowley-Harris Tarot, the “Five of Cups” is the only card in that suit that presents all cups completely empty.


This may point to inner emptiness, emotional ebbs, or spiritual deficiency. This meaning would warn against continuing on the current path. On the other hand, the same symbolism demonstrates the biggest possible openness and receptiveness for something new. The latter may apply to moments in our life when we experience a great change. The old has gone, and the new is still to come. This meaning would encourage you to trust and to go ahead.
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The Five of Cups, the only card showing just empty cups in the Crowley-Harris Tarot











HOW DO WE DEAL WITH MULTIPLE MEANINGS?


At first, make sure that you see encouraging and warning pros and cons within each card. For some pictures, this is quite easy. For others it takes a bit of investigation and self-exploration.


The warning and encouraging meanings may be valid simultaneously. For example, the Five of Cups above may warn us against emotional or mental exhaustion, and simultaneously it may encourage us to be open to new emotional or mental experiences.


This book was conceived to present basic hints about how to successfully deal with the numerous dimensions of these meaningful pictures, so as you read it you will learn how to interpret the rest of the cards in the deck.







PICTURES LEADING TO MINDFULNESS


Whether or not the cups are filled; whether they are standing upright or have been tilted; whether some flowers or other plants are rooted in the earth or are hovering—each detail may be a hint, or a trigger to your personal approach to the respective card—and a key to the personal meaning.


Through the pictures of the four Swords court cards in the Waite-Smith Tarot, the depicted birds tell a story, or diverse stories, illustrated by their quantity and the configuration.


Also consider that a white horse appears five times within the imagery of the Waite-Smith Tarot. And if you have once made up your mind about what this symbol could mean, you may transfer this to each of the five respective pictures, thus getting support for your personal interpretation by the composition of the card symbols.


Such an artful and mindful creation of the imagery—with clear and consistent lines of symbolic themes and details—is something special. It is a mark of a special high quality. According to our experience, the Waite-Smith Tarot and the Crowley-Harris Thoth Tarot are doing best in this respect (and the same is valid for the Dalí Tarot in another unique way).
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From top to bottom, birds in the four Swords court cards, Waite-Smith Tarot—the Queen, the King, the Knight, and the Page of Swords











NO HIDDEN MEANINGS


Here is another example of the symbolic richness of the pictures, one more of the Crowley-Harris Thoth Tarot. The stalks and the roots in the pictures of the “cup” cards tell a multitude of stories.


Look, for example, at the picture of the Three of Cups: The stalks/hoses build a perfect water cycle. (That can mean a pleasant “round thing” in terms of spiritual wholeness and personal integrity. But it may also demonstrate a spiritual captivity, again and again repeating certain feelings and emotions. So, you can apply the positive meaning, and omit the card’s negative aspects, as a chance or a challenge in your real life.)


Roots are the theme in the picture of the Four of Cups: Here, and only in this picture, the rootage can be fully recognized. This fact may be interpreted in multiple ways.


In the Five of Cups, the news is quite different: Here, and only in this picture, all cups are empty. This may indicate either a problem or a good chance, as explained before. It is a picture of change and transformation in the realm of the cups (which correspond to soul, emotion, and spirituality). This interpretation derives from the fact that the stems are shaping a butterfly (in the lower part of the picture) and a heart (at the top of the picture).


The Six of Cups displays interwoven stalks. This can represent the complexity of feelings and emotions. There is no end in sight. And again, this may present various aspects of meaning.
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Meaningful rootage: details from the Three of Cups, Four of Cups, Five of Cups, and Six of Cups, from the Crowley-Harris Thoth Tarot











A TOOL TO PROVE YOUR BELIEFS


The pictures of the cards are the first and last benchmark when reading and interpretating the cards. Remember Arthur E. Waite’s words: The tarot’s pictures speak for themselves.


When authors and scholars quote Greek myths, the Kabbalah, or the I Ching in their interpretations of the cards, it underlines that author’s or scholar’s views. You do not need to study these traditions if you wish to interpret the tarot.


The I Ching has no direct or historic relation to the tarot at all. Connecting its teachings to the cards may be helpful for an author or a scholar to propagate their personal beliefs, but beyond that, there is no proof that the I Ching and the tarot had any direct influence on each other in history.


As for the Greek myths, if you are interested in them, go ahead and study them. There are so many other mythologies, traditional fairy tales, symbolic languages, and techniques such as dream interpretation that may be interesting and helpful, too.


The Kabbalah and the tarot have a more direct link, but not as strong as some have implied. Both have existed for many hundreds of years. In 1856, these two disciplines were combined for the first time by Éliphas Lévi, but no earlier than that. So, for the longest part of its history, the tarot existed without any connection to the Kabbalah at all. Please also note that there are many different ways to understand and use the Kabbalah. The same is true for astrology, as well as many other traditions.


Study whatever you want and learn whatever may be necessary for you. But do not believe in “gurus.” Do not seek to follow in the f2ootsteps of the sage; look for what they sought. You should gravitate toward meanings and intentions that have been proven to work. Strive for a growing understanding of the pictures—for training on a personal level by reading the cards again and again, a practice that will playfully support you checking, confirming, and amending your beliefs with respect to your important questions.


Enjoy the Tarot!


Evelin Bürger & Johannes Fiebig
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TAROT IS AN old card game rediscovered in a totally new way. Those who are new to Tarot and want to understand how it works should try comparing it to dream interpretations. Tarot cards contain pictures and symbols that you can use the same way you would use images and symbols from dreams.


Tarot is a proper name, but the word itself does not provide any clue as to its meaning. Tarot refers to a deck of seventy-eight cards divided into specific sections and suits.


The first Tarot cards date from the Renaissance. Between circa 1430 and 1460, artists in Milan and Bologna and other Italian places painted them for royalty. The Renaissance was a time of rebirth and transition. People were eager to leave the Middle Ages behind. They rediscovered and revived countless traditions of antiquity. The choices of the motifs in Tarot are a mirror of the spirit of the Renaissance. The seventy-eight Tarot cards allude to the many different cultural eras of history from the Renaissance through the Middle Ages to the ancient Greeks and Romans, as well as the early Egyptians and Babylonians.




PART OF A CULTURAL TURN


Today in America and Europe, millions of people use Tarot cards in a way that has little to do with the well-known old-fashioned type of fortune-telling. And it all started with the hippies. The human potential movement during the 1960s unearthed many things from the past and brought new ideas and awareness to the Western world. For instance, the “people in motion” of those times rediscovered traditions, philosophies, and ideas, such as Hermann Hesse and Carl Gustav Jung, Zen Buddhism, the Chinese I Ching, and last but not least, Tarot cards. In 1976, Bob Dylan used the image of the “III–The Empress” card from the Waite-Smith deck on the back cover of his Desire album. During this same period, millions of people came in contact with Tarot cards.


Soon after, the women’s movement was responsible for the popularity of today’s distinct, modern form of Tarot. Since the 1980s, many newspapers and magazines have done stories on Tarot. In fact, Tarot is now a part of our culture.







LOVE, DEATH, AND THE DEVIL


Tarot represents the magic of “the moment” and deals with the confrontation of “chance.” In this sense, “the moment,” understood as an event in time, plays a very important role. In practical terms, the emphasis is on personal perception, insight, and awareness.


At least three essential sources nurture the magic of Tarot: the encounter with cultural and personal motifs, the work with “chance,” and personal and specific experiences.


Every one of the seventy-eight cards introduces one or more themes. In particular, the twenty-two cards that make up the Major Arcana invite us to analyze our basic orientation and belief system. The cards of the Major Arcana represent the main stations of life. We encounter love, death, and the devil (see “VI–The Lovers,” “XIII–Death,” and “XV–The Devil” on pp. 75, 89, and 93). Birth, marriage, and death, which form the most important triad of life, also appear in the twenty-two cards of the Major Arcana as “XIX–The Sun,” “VI–The Lovers,” and “XIII–Death” (see pp. 101, 75, and 89).


In today’s world, we seem to have lost our bearings and are full of questions. Tarot can be very useful and healing because it helps us examine our own understanding of love, death, and the devil. We have a chance to visualize what these mean to us in general and, in particular, at the very moment when we put the cards on the table.


We will discover “II–The High Priestess,” “0–The Fool,” and “IX–The Hermit” within us. Once we sense that “IX–The Hermit” means that we are capable of relying on ourselves in addition to the traditional view that we have been deserted, we become curious about the deeper meaning of the card. What is the significance of the star and the brilliant diamond in his lamp, and what is he deciding about loneliness or trust?


We can also look at “IV–The Emperor” and “III–The Empress” as the archetypes of the father and the mother. From this, we can explore our personal experiences and deepen our understanding of our roles as men and women and as mothers and fathers.


Interpreting Tarot cards is like going to a school where you can independently explore your way of life. Tarot does not demand that you adhere to any specific worldview. On the contrary, it helps develop your own understanding of the large and small questions of life.







CONSIDERING CHANCE


It is constructive to spend time meditating on the images used in Tarot. “Chance,” however, adds a special kind of excitement to laying out the cards. Which card will turn up? As soon as you reveal the card, the “magic of the moment” unfolds, beginning a dialogue between the image and the observer. First you check which card you selected, then you recognize the picture and what it symbolizes, and finally you begin to ponder the message that it conveys.


The appearance of a particular card does not mean that you have found the answer to your question. It is the dialogue, the intimate internal conversation, that eventually produces a clear answer. The more open and free from bias a particular interpretation is, the more room you have for probing the symbolic meanings of a particular image and for determining what the specific message means to you. That which seems to happen by “chance” is the vehicle, the stimulus, for a productive analysis. This explains the intellectual and cultural tradition of Tarot reading, which is different from fortune-telling. We are finding that art and science have influenced today’s Tarot, allowing us to see and examine “chance” more productively and creatively.


Fortune-telling gives every card a relatively narrow meaning, which is applied to men and women alike, regardless of time or place. On the other hand, Tarot cards have pictures. We cannot reduce them to one or two examples without losing substance. Pictures and symbols always have a personal and special component that relates to a specific situation.


At the beginning of the twentieth century, art and science began to recognize “chance” as a productive factor, incorporating it in conceptual frameworks. For example, in the arts, the surrealist André Breton talked about emotions “coming from the belly.” In jazz and dance, expressionists elevated “chance” to the art of improvisation. Pierre Boulez, one of the fathers of the “new music,” used “chance” in compositions and performances. In science, many different systems and game theories, as well as the theory of relativity and probability, used the concept of “chance.” Since 1980, all the social sciences have included “chance” in their theories. Thus, we see that “chance” is a relevant, creative factor and a very important part of the reality of life. Tarot did not invent it.







YOUR MIRROR FOR UNDERSTANDING LIFE


The hallmark of the new Tarot is that Tarot is a “mirror.” This concept came from the feminist movement of the 1970s. The term mirror implies that personal insight plays a major role in the process. This is the difference between fortune-telling and the new self-exploring techniques, including dream interpretation and reading Tarot cards for yourself. Fortune-telling and old-school oracle techniques don’t recognize the individual. Their recipe-like interpretations leave no room for the unfolding of personal truth, which must remain at least partially shrouded in secrecy.


Picture the following:


You see the street in front of your house. Many people are moving about on that street. Every person sees this street differently. The physical act of seeing, which depends on each viewer’s size, angle of vision, visual acuity, etc., results in very different perceptions of the street.


Experience and attitude also influence perception. An older person sees the street differently from a young person, a woman differently from a man, a happy person differently from an angry person.


Specific interests are further influences on an individual’s perception. An individual who simply drives through on the way to another destination sees the street differently from one who lives there. Yet, it is the same street. The street exists and represents an actual, common reference point for all who know it. In that sense, it is not at all relative. At the same time, this street is also a term for any matter, for the world in general.


We need many experiences, personal as well as with others, in order to see all the “different” streets. Only then will we come into our own.


How we perceive a Tarot card or a “street” in everyday life may tell us a lot about our implicit point of view, personal desires and fears, talents, and challenges. Some of these are shared by many people, while others point especially to our unique personalities and illuminate the value of the individual.
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