




[image: images]










[image: images]









The Lovers




I was always afraid


of the next card


the psychic would turn


over for us-


     Forgive me


for not knowing


how we were


every card in the deck.


Timothy Liu,


from Don’t Go Back To Sleep


(Saturnalia Books, 2014)












CHAPTER 1


Hello, Friend . . .


What do you feel when you think of tarot cards? If you’re frightened, don’t be. If you’re curious, that’s more like it. These cards are not what they seem. In fact, they’re probably not what you’ve been told at all – they don’t really prophecise doom or promise glory. But they are magic in their own small way. Each one has a story to tell: turn a card over and it can transport you to the past, illuminate the present, or ask questions of the future. It can help you to listen to the whispers of your subconscious mind, or hold up a lens through which to look again, closer this time, at the experiences that have made you who you are. Every card in the tarot is a wildcard, a portal to the unexpected. Every time you draw your cards, you open up possibilities. What will appear and what will you see in them? What lessons could they offer up? What aspects of yourself might they reveal?


The tarot is a very old practice. The earliest surviving decks of cards date from the mid-fifteenth century, and it’s probable that the earliest decks ever made and used are older still. It was originally a game (in some cultures, it still is) and in its standard form, its structure isn’t so different from that of common or garden playing cards. It has four suits that run Ace to Ten with courts of Kings, Queens, and their retinues; plus an additional twenty-two trump cards – the famous ones which you have likely heard of, even if you’ve never picked up a tarot deck before. But what really makes the tarot special is that over the last six hundred or so years that it has existed, each of those seventy-eight cards has become imbued with meaning and symbolic significance. Each one is full to the brim with secrets and stories and questions.


Spread the cards out before you and you’ll find mythical images that draw you into a world of kings and queens, hanged men and magicians, sparkling skies, crowns made of moons, chained devils, and women who tame lions. These cards are wild not just in the sense that they offer up surprises and invite in the unexpected, but in the sense that they remain untamed. The tarot is a growing and changing thing. There are myriad decks with different designs, and as many subtle shades of interpretation for each of the cards as there are readers. These cards are an encyclopaedia of experience and emotion: archetypes and narratives that anyone and everyone might encounter and explore – whether that’s by accepting them, challenging them, or finding a new lens through which to understand them.


In Storming the Gates of Paradise, Rebecca Solnit writes, ‘The stars we are given. The constellations we make. That is to say, stars exist in the cosmos, but constellations are the imaginary lines we draw between them, the readings we give the sky, the stories we tell.’ You can think of the tarot in the same way: there is an established set of basic meanings for the standard tarot deck, but what makes this practice so rewarding is the pattern dance of the cards, the associations they prompt for different people, and the unique connections they forge in each individual mind.


The tarot as we know it today was codified in the early twentieth century by a group known as The Hermetic Order of The Golden Dawn (quite the name, isn’t it?). This collective, which counted the poet W. B. Yeats among its members, is also the originator of the most well-known tarot deck, the Rider Waite Smith tarot (RWS). This is the basis for almost all modern decks. Sometimes you’ll see it referred to only as the Rider Waite deck, after its publisher, Rider Company, and academic author, Arthur Waite, but we much prefer the name which recognises the extremely significant – some might even say, fundamental – contribution of its artist, Pamela Colman Smith. The imagery and meanings of that deck are often the starting point of tarot reading, but they are by no means everything. We’ll not only introduce you to the common iconography and interpretations of the RWS, but also help you to navigate the tarot on your own terms, with whichever version of the deck you choose to read from.


What we won’t do is speak to you about psychic practice, for the simple reason that it isn’t something we know about and it’s not how we use the cards. Reading the tarot without being a clairvoyant doesn’t make it any less powerful. For us, the magic of the cards lies not in fortune-telling, but in story-telling. Tarot readings have given us, and those we read for, new perspectives through which to approach aspects of our lives and selves. They can help make sense of places, feelings, and actions in an often chaotic world. Sometimes they offer up the chance to open up about subjects that might not otherwise be discussed, in ways that you might not otherwise discuss them. The cards don’t provide yes-and-no answers, but they can offer understanding, prompt conversations, guide people to new paths, and, sometimes, just hold space to acknowledge the more difficult feelings and moments in life.


The tarot has long been associated with various mystic, religious and occult practices, from astrology to Wicca – but it’s not a package deal. You do not, by taking up one, automatically subscribe to them all. When we were training as tarot readers, our tutor also gave us an introduction to spellwork, inviting us to perform rituals as part of a group. It was fascinating, a little eerie . . . and definitely not for either of us. We don’t know anything useful about crystals, cannot guess your star sign, and have never journeyed on the astral plane (though we will both admit to an unusual level of interest in the moon). Tarot practice intersects with many different disciplines, skill sets, and belief systems. Those overlaps can be valuable and enriching, but they aren’t obligatory – and if you wish to engage with those practices, it’s best to first seek out instruction from an appropriate teacher. But the truth is, the cards don’t belong to a single community, and there isn’t only one way to use them. Anyone can read the tarot, and everyone should feel welcome to do so.


For us, the most powerful connection isn’t between the cards and witchcraft; it’s between the oral story-telling tradition and tarot: fairy tale and folklore, myth and legend. For millennia, humans all over the world have tried to make sense of their fate by tapping into time-worn narratives and stories that are far bigger than just one life. The written word was the preserve of the elite for a very long time, and even the concept of authorship has only existed for a relatively small portion of human history. Stories used to be allowed to run wild, passing from one teller to the next, and adapting to new environments and changing circumstances. Even those that might seem to have a fixed form – books of fairy tales as recorded by Charles Perrault or the Brothers Grimm, or the classical myths as recounted by Ovid or Homer – are really only an impression of the story as told in one moment, by one person, within one culture. Those tales also exist in myriad other versions and other tellings, both ancient and modern, springing from different minds, communities and context – and are no less important or meaningful for not having been taught in schools. The most enduring stories, the ones we all know, cannot be owned or tamed. They have always found ways to put out tendrils of fresh growth, and take on new shapes as the world around them changes.


The tarot is exactly the same as those ancient, yet evergreen, tales. It is formed of archetypes and familiar narratives that have been traced and retraced over hundreds of years and by thousands of voices, becoming ever richer and more beautiful as they develop new layers of meaning. There is no single way to read the cards – no such thing as right or wrong – only a collective understanding of their symbolism to which each and every one of us is invited to add our own nuances and our own interpretations.


In the introduction to her collection of fairy tales, Angela Carter wrote that those stories represent ‘the extraordinary richness and diversity of responses to the same common predicament – being alive.’ She could just as well have been writing about the tarot: a deck of cards that somehow holds within it all the strange, wonderful, sad, and lovely things of life – and in which there is always space to find more. The tarot can help you to place what you are going through in a broader context; it can help you to feel less alone; and it can help you to access wisdom and advice that has remained valuable and true throughout centuries of human experience.


When we read for other people, we tell them that there is no card that won’t, in some way, feel familiar. You are in every card in the deck, and every card of the deck is within you. The tarot offers you a chance to step back from your life and see it not as a series of disconnected moments and experiences, but as a story writ large. And it can be empowering to do so: when you see your life as a narrative, with arcs and patterns and repeated characters, you realise that you might actually have more control over it than you’d realised. You can’t always decide what happens to you, let alone predict it, but you can certainly think about how you want to respond to it, and how you want it to shape your sense of self. As Joan Didion wrote in The White Album, ‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live.’


At its heart, the tarot is a storytelling device, a way of framing a question or an experience through symbols and archetypes. These are all familiar stories, and the tarot helps reveal the lessons and the collective knowledge contained within each one. It is timeless, ageless, and it is fluid. In this book, we hope to offer up a starting point, and show you how these cards might apply to you and your journey, no matter how different or difficult your story has been. We’ll talk you through the commonly held meanings of each of the cards, explain their significance and the questions they most often ask of a reader, and share some of the more personal associations and stories that they bring up for us – just as we might if we were sitting in front of you with a deck of cards. And, just as we would in that scenario, we invite you to consider your own interpretations of each card as you go along.


Pulling cards and exploring the patterns between them is a way to open up a conversation. It’s an opportunity for self-reflection and self-knowledge and, perhaps, a way to make sense of your own story. Don’t be afraid to listen to what comes up for you as you get to know the cards, and as you begin to see them in the potentially millions of different combinations and permutations in which they can fall when you’re reading them in sequence. Make notes on what the patterns remind you of, and what else you see in them. That’s the very essence of what it means to read the tarot.


Finally, you’ll notice that there are two of us here. Sometimes you’ll hear one voice saying ‘I’, sometimes another, and sometimes, as now, we’ll speak together. There will be points at which you’ll be able to work out whose story you’re reading, and plenty where you won’t. Given what we’ve just told you about the essential nature of the tarot – its multiplicity, its complexity, the fact that it comes out of a tradition of many voices speaking in chorus, echoing through the centuries – we hope you’ll forgive us that quirk. And we hope that, in time, you’ll want to add your own voice, and your own ways of telling these tales, to ours.









CHAPTER 2


Secrets of the Tarot


One of the things that we love about the tarot is that it’s full of surprises. No matter how long you practise it, there’s always more to learn, more stories to discover, and more ways to interpret the cards. It’s a game with no end, a conversation that never gets stale. It’s a practice that can’t easily be pigeonholed – it resists definition, and different people use it in different ways. This is wonderful . . . but it does make it hard to learn how to use the cards, what their limits might be, and what an ethical practice of the tarot might look like.


So, before we introduce you to the cards themselves, we wanted to share the answers to the questions we’re most commonly asked about the tarot – and the questions that we wish someone had answered for us when we first started out.


1. Can I predict the future with the tarot?


This is the question that we get asked most often. And the (un)helpful answer is that, to a certain extent, it’s a decision that you get to make for yourself – Jen always tells querents* that she won’t give predictions; Fiona is more open to it, depending on the situation. What we both agree on is that reading futures with the tarot isn’t fortune-telling in the traditional sense: this is not about getting a sneak preview of what’s to come. Instead, reading the future through the tarot is more psychological than supernatural.


As the psychoanalyst Carl Jung said: ‘We can predict the future when we know how the present moment evolved from the past.’ Quite often, whether it’s in our personal lives, our work, or in science fiction, we gaze into the crystal ball and expend all our energy on trying to predict what will be changed and different and unrecognisable in the future. We forget that the future is always a product of the past and that, although some things change, plenty stays the same. There are enduring truths, needs, experiences, and trajectories – frankly, if there weren’t, nobody would find a centuries-old divination tool useful.


In other words, reading the tarot to predict what will happen actually means extrapolating on what’s going on now. If someone is behaving in a certain way, or taking a particular approach, then literally thousands of years’ worth of similar stories can give you a fairly accurate idea of what might happen next – or what they might do to change course. Broken down and stripped of its fortune-teller connotations, a good tarot reading is a way of re-examining the present, narrating the past, and discussing the future. The tarot reader isn’t in control, nor is the deck: the querent is.


2. Will the tarot tell me what to do?


It would be wonderful, not to mention convenient, if a deck of cards could reveal hidden truths, locate future partners, perhaps do a little light communication with the dead, and furnish you with next week’s winning lottery numbers. When you’re dodging the arrows of fortune, whether that’s matters of the heart or the general anxiety of what you should be doing with your life, there could be nothing more reassuring than a sign from the universe that your path is the right one. It would be nice to have confirmation that whatever struggle you’re facing – whether that’s going on your hundredth sub-par date, deciding whether to change jobs, or figuring out why things don’t seem to happen for you in the way they happen for others – has some greater purpose. (Because, dear god, it had better.)


Sadly, the tarot doesn’t deal in straight answers. In fact, mostly it answers questions with questions. Sometimes it even answers questions with riddles (thanks, tarot). But it also doesn’t not give you solutions. What we mean by that is that the tarot is not a passive exercise; it’s an active one. It shows you ways that you might think about things differently. It might offer up a suggestion for how to approach a problem. It might help you to reflect on what you’ve been doing that isn’t working for you. It might ask you to confront something that’s been troubling you, but that you’ve been sticking your head in the sand about. It might say something deeply inconvenient to hear. Or it might help you feel more confident in following your instincts.


If you’re expecting detailed instructions on what to do with your life, you’re going to be disappointed. The cards are symbols, not signposts – and, let’s be honest, you’ve almost certainly got enough people, publications, and unseen forces trying to influence your decisions. But if you’re looking for new perspectives, and prompts that will help you reflect on your actions, beliefs, and behaviours, you’ve come to the right pack of cards.


3. Can I peer into someone else’s life with them?


Read for yourself, read for others, read for pairs of people about their relationship with one another if you like. Pull a card to help you understand your feelings about another person, even if you’ve not seen them in years – or pull ten cards to help you pick apart your feelings about ten other people. The key thing here is: your feelings.


Reading tarot cards for somebody who isn’t there to have a conversation with you is a bit odd and, to be honest, unlikely to offer you much in the way of useful insight. It won’t tell you anything about their perspective; it’d just be an exercise in projection, which is never a healthy thing to do.


In short, there isn’t exactly a printed tarot code of ethics, but if there were, it would say: no, you should not do that.


4. Aren’t tarot readers just watching people’s facial expressions and then responding to them?


The answer to this is ‘not no’, and there’s a very good reason why. A lot of the complaints you’ll hear about the tarot – or indeed any type of divination or psychic work – focus on the idea that their practitioners are people who are just really good at analysing their clients’ body language and responses to questions and statements. The truth is they probably are good at it.


But I’d argue that there’s another way of looking at it. The tarot can be a way of offering something that most people don’t actually experience often in day-to-day life: active and supportive listening. If I’m reading your tarot, then you can rest assured that I am listening very carefully to anything you say, and I’m tuned into your tone, inflection, and all of your subtle non-verbal cues because I should be. A tarot reading is not about the tarot reader. It’s not a chance to showboat or prove how clever and magical you are. It’s an opportunity to open up a dialogue: sometimes between a reader and a querent, and sometimes just between the querent and themself.


And if, as a reader, you’re not listening and watching carefully to see how your querent is feeling and what might be coming up for them, and if you’re not responding with kindness and care and empathy, then I’m afraid you’re doing it wrong. Nobody needs to be told that their new relationship is destined to fail because a card says so: it’s not helpful, and it’s not true. Nor do they need to be sold a future to make them feel better. You should talk to your querent about what a card means and ask them what comes up for them – particularly if it’s a difficult card – not because you need to prove that the tarot works, but because they deserve to have an experience that’s helpful rather than depressing and disempowering. Never be ashamed of listening closely.


5. What do I actually need to know to read the tarot?


There are three things you really need to know about in order to dabble in the tarot with confidence. Firstly, you need to have a working knowledge of what the cards mean. This is, without question, the hardest part of learning to read the tarot. But if you really want to enjoy reading, you just have to take the plunge and start committing those core meanings to memory – doing so is the difference between reading a newspaper in a foreign language, and reading a newspaper in a foreign language by painstakingly looking up every single world in a dictionary. Fortunately for us all, the tarot is, famously, an illustrated deck of cards, so you’ve always got a picture to jog your memory with each one.


Secondly, you need to be able to see how the context of a reading influences which of a card’s many subtle shades of meaning is coming to the fore. Once you’ve got a good sense of the cards’ basic symbolism, you can start to play with spreads of multiple cards. Spreads are patterns in which each position represents something: for example, a card to symbolise your current situation, and a card to symbolise a challenge you face. This is where the depth and complexity of tarot symbolism really comes into its own: you get to look at each one and explore its meaning through the lens of its position in the pattern. Your job is literally to read: to look at the way the cards have fallen, and see what kind of story it tells. This is an art, rather than a science – an art that relies on intuition and creativity.


Finally, you need to imagine how the cards interact with one another. Odd as this might sound, you need to think about your tarot cards as having relationships with one another, and explore what those relationships are when you see them in a spread. Some cards belong to the same family; others are sworn enemies. Some share a very similar vibe, expressed at different volumes; others are stark contrasts. Cards can have multiplier effects, or cancel one another out. As you begin to become more familiar with the deck, those relationships will gradually come into sharper focus.


6. Are there cards I should be afraid of?


I once gave a three-card reading to an acquaintance of mine whose gloomy outlook on life was basically a personal brand. ‘I’m probably going to get all of the terrible cards,’ she said, with characteristic pessimism, before pulling Death, The Tower, and the Ten of Swords, which are, by most people’s standards, The Terrible Cards. But she’s absolutely fine – in fact, she thought it was hilarious. The moral of this story, and the short answer to the question, is that, while some of the cards have grimmer reputations or speak to difficult truths, not one of them can hurt you.


The longer answer lies in the origins of the cards. The thing to remember about the tarot is that it’s been around since at least the fifteenth century. And the thing about the fifteenth century in Europe is that it was, by all accounts, quite different to the modern-day world. Religion was a very big deal for everyone, for example, and death felt rather more immediate. Swords and other melee weapons were considered acceptable elements of daytime attire for some parts of the population. All of which is to say – the basic visual symbolism of the tarot is rooted in quite different cultural norms to our own, and should not always be judged by our own modern standards.


There are some cards that look pretty alarming: the Grim Reaper riding a horse over a field of the dead; a man lying face down with ten (yes, ten) swords in his back; a portrait of Satan. What is true of all of these images is that they are, and always have been, visual metaphors – it’s just that they’re not familiar ones for people who live in a world of mobile phones and air travel and medical science. (This is one reason why so many artists and designers reinterpret the tarot through a modern lens.) Some cards might seem better or worse on the surface but, in reality, every single one has the capacity to speak to both good times and difficult times. I can’t promise that they won’t sometimes prompt reflection on hurts, fears, and traumas. But what I can say with absolute certainty is that not a single one of them is a warning of terrible things to come, and none of them should be feared.


7. What do I do if a card is upside down in a reading?


Some people read reverses – in which the orientation of the card determines whether you read a card’s positive or negative aspects – and some people don’t. Neither of us reads reverses because it feels too prescriptive and too limiting. Every card offers both gifts and challenges, a light side and a shadow side, and you should always consider both elements of its meaning when finding your interpretation.


Sometimes it’s extremely obvious which way the card is leaning. At other times, the position of the card in the spread and the context of the reading should be enough to help you decide which meaning has the upper hand. For example, if you came across the Ace of Cups in a spread, which speaks to emotional and creative potential, there are two broad sides to the reading. One is positive: it’s about having a huge amount to offer and being ready to put yourself out in the world. The other is a little more pessimistic: it speaks to times when you might be pouring your heart into a relationship or a project which isn’t going anywhere, and might even be damaging or exhausting you.


A tarot practitioner who reads reverses would only consider that second set of meanings if the Ace of Cups appeared upside down in a spread, whereas we would advise you to make your interpretation based on the context. If the Ace is appearing for your querent as a card of challenge, for example, that’s the time when it’s most likely to be useful to delve into its shadow meaning – not when you’ve just shuffled in such a way that it comes out upside down.


Occasionally, you won’t have an immediate sense of which side of the card is dominant today – and there are some cards that seem to flip between their two sides more easily than others. When that happens, the best thing to do is remain open. Feel out the different angles and see what resonates. The tarot is a bit like a Rorschach test: if you’re seeing something in the inkblot, it’s probably because it’s something that, subconsciously, you know you need to express. In the same way, if a querent reacts strongly to one aspect of a card, it probably means it’s brought up something that they need to pay attention to.


8. Is being a tarot reader like being a therapist?


As you explore the cards, you’ll notice that the stories in the tarot confront some of the most challenging and fraught aspects of being alive. Conversations around mental health aren’t uncommon. This is one of the tarot’s greatest consolations: readings create space for these emotions. The ritual of reading, of actively listening to yourself, or truly connecting with another, is a valuable one. It can feel therapeutic; it can be a way of practising mindfulness and grounding yourself; and, for some people, it’s a good way of checking in with their mental health. But no, tarot readers are not therapists, nor should they be seen as a replacement for professional care. (And I say this as someone who both reads the tarot and has a long-term therapist, and has discussed the relationship between the two.)


On a practical level, this does have some implications for how you use the cards. If you are reading for other people, especially if those people are strangers, there is a scenario for which you should be prepared. Tarot readings can bring up a lot of difficult emotions. Sometimes a person might ask you for a reading knowing full well that they’re processing something difficult and hoping that the tarot might help them to make sense of it.


And sometimes a person might come for a reading for a bit of fun, and surprise themselves with the depth and intensity of feelings that it provokes in them. If you read for other people, you will at some point or another experience someone – a friend, a colleague, a stranger – bursting into tears. This can be quite unnerving. And it’s likely to be even more unnerving for the person doing the crying, which is why the best thing you can possibly do when it happens is to be a human being who is witnessing another human being’s sadness. Ask them if they’re alright, if they need a hug, or a cup of tea, or if there’s anything they need to talk about. Be a friend, even if you don’t know them, and even if only for ten minutes. You might never know (or might only find out years later) how much of a difference your kindness made.


9. How do I know if I’m doing it right?


There’s one sure-fire way to know if you’re doing tarot right, and that’s whether or not it’s a useful or enjoyable experience for you and for the person whose cards you’re reading – which is possibly also you. If someone is hating every second of the experience, then maybe it’s time to re-evaluate the approach. But if it’s fun, or interesting, or thought-provoking, then it doesn’t matter whether you’re a seasoned tarot reader with years of experience, or a rookie dabbler with a rudimentary understanding of the cards. If it’s working for you, then it’s working.


And when it’s not working, it’s usually pretty obvious. My first professional reading was one such occasion. The tarot reader sat me down and, with little preamble, began, ‘This has been an especially trying time for you and I’m afraid that it isn’t going to get easier.’ She went on, at length, unstoppable even when I told her there wasn’t a great deal of drama in my life at the time. I just felt a little directionless. I was in my twenties and everything in life felt precarious, because it was. Was she confusing my past with my present? She was unrelenting: no, I was about to encounter the lowest point in my life and should be prepared for trouble ahead. Lovely. Also, as it turned out, completely incorrect.


The person who read for me that day was trying to tell me a story about my life, and place me at the centre of it – it’s just that she went about it the wrong way and ended up disempowering me. That experience was one of the many that shaped how I began to use the tarot: not as a magic trick, but as a navigation tool – a map that shows the routes taken by people born long before us, and where those paths led them. I practise with the principle that just because you see it in a tarot reading, doesn’t mean you have to say it. Ask questions, rather than making assumptions. It’s far better to lean into the subjectivity. Let the cards act as prompts rather than prescriptions and worry less about being ‘right’ and more about allowing enough space for the full story to unfold.


10. I have more questions!


Don’t we all! We’re about to dive into the structure of the deck and, most importantly, the meanings of each of the cards. But never fear – at the end of the book, we’ll return to some more practical guidance on learning and reading the tarot, as well as a list of resources to help you advance your practice.









CHAPTER 3


Suits You


Welcome to the Minor Arcana. Don’t be fooled by the word ‘minor’. The four suits of the Minor Arcana make up the majority of the tarot deck – and within these fifty-six cards is all of life.


If you’re just starting out with the tarot, you might feel like the right thing to do is to jump straight into the Majors: they’re the most recognisable cards, after all, and their names generally feel quite straightforward. But looks can be deceiving. The twenty-two Majors are heavy with meaning, each owning multiple layers of symbolism and metaphor: they are the wildest cards of the deck. We strongly recommend getting to know the smaller creatures of the Minor Arcana first.


That’s not to say that they can’t also be a little daunting. There are a lot of Minor cards and their naming conventions don’t, at first glance, give you much of a clue as to their meanings. Even fully illustrated, as they are in most tarot decks, they generally aren’t what you’d describe as self-explanatory. If you came across the Two of Pentacles, for example – a card traditionally represented by a person in a very large and jazzy hat, doing a juggling dance on the beach – you would be well within your rights to wonder what on earth is happening. And the Minors are almost all that way: a lot of pictures of small figures enthusiastically going about their very obscure business. But once you get your eye in, the miniature tableaux on each of the cards do, mostly, begin to make sense. (Only mostly, though.)


The good news about the Minor Arcana is that it is broadly governed by patterns, in a sort of grid system. Each card has a suit – like a playing card deck, only more dramatic – and a number or court position. Each card’s meaning is closely tied to its suit and its number position so, once you’ve learnt the pattern for one suit, you’ll find the other three much quicker to get your head around. The less good news is that there are always exceptions to the rules, and subtleties of interpretation. But deciphering those intricacies is half the fun of the tarot. To get you started, here are the basic patterns of the Minor Arcana.


Cups, Wands, Swords, Pentacles


The four suits of the tarot are sometimes renamed in different deck designs – an artist might choose to represent a suit as moths or a type of flower if that fits with their creative concept. But they’re most commonly referred to in the Rider Waite Smith tradition of Cups, Wands, Swords, and Pentacles and, no matter what deck you’re reading from, you should quite easily be able to work out the correspondence of suits.


Each of the suits is aligned with an element: Cups are water, Wands are fire, the Swords are air, and Pentacles are earth. In almost every deck, the iconography of the cards links back to those elemental divisions. Knowing the element of each suit helps you to understand it: the suit’s element is the basis of its metaphors, the raw materials from which its stories are built. The four suits and four elements represent different aspects of life, with each element corresponding to a different part of the self, and a different type of action. When you begin to use card spreads, pay attention if you see a preponderance of one particular suit, which might point to that part of your querent’s life being foregrounded in the reading.


There’s a more detailed introduction to each suit in their card chapters, but it’s worth having the big-picture overview before you learn about each of them individually:




The Cups are the suit of the heart. If they have a verb, it is ‘feeling’. They’re an encyclopaedia of emotion, linked to all kinds of relationships, and to creativity and inspiration.


The Pentacles are the earthy suit of the body, of things that are real and manifest. They speak to health, wealth, home and hearth. They are about being and making: the things you have, and the things you lack.


The Swords speak to the mind. They represent thoughts: invisible and intangible like their element, air, but nevertheless extraordinarily powerful. The verb of this suit is ‘thinking’ (and, some would say, also its good friend ‘overthinking’).


The Wands are about energy in its rawest sense – the soul, or the spirit. They are all about doing: where you channel your willpower; how and if you are able to fuel your inner flame and bring it to bear in your life.





Painting by Numbers


Next, there are the cards’ positions in each suit. If you’re familiar with normal playing cards (and to be honest, even if you aren’t), this should be a fairly easy concept to grasp. There are fourteen cards in each suit, numbered ace to ten, followed by the court cards. Unlike a standard playing card deck, there are four of these: Page, Knight, Queen, and King. Across the four suits, the cards which share the same position all have a similar role to play and story to tell – so, if you know one, you can often extrapolate its sister cards.


There are three important things to know before you learn the significance of each of the positions.


The first is that in each suit, the numbered cards tell a story that you can follow through from beginning to end. The story isn’t a traditional one, and probably wouldn’t make for a very good novel, but it’s straightforward: it’s about starting out with the possibility of something, and then gradually getting more and more of it. In other words, the energy of each suit builds and builds until you end up with a whole lot of it. In many decks, particularly the Rider Waite Smith, you’ll see this depicted quite literally on the cards: whatever the element of the suit is, you see more and more of it in the illustrations as you work your way through the suit. So, in the Pentacles, you start out with an empty landscape, and by the end, you see a busy, bustling city. The position of a card in its suit can be read as an indicator of how far through a journey the querent is, which can be useful in a reading.


The second thing to know is that, while the structure of the journeys in the number cards is the same, the outcomes go one of two ways. The Cups and the Pentacles share a similar destination; the Swords and the Wands have quite another. And those outcomes are linked to the nature of the suit. The rule of thumb is this: you can never have too many Cups or Pentacles, but fewer Swords and Wands is generally better. If it’s round, then go for your life, try to catch them all, etc. If it’s pointy . . . approach with caution.


The third and final thing to know is that the court cards (Page, Knight, Queen, King) are weird. They’re weird enough that, later on, we’ve given them their own chapter with more details on how to read them. But, broadly speaking, these anthropomorphic cards represent aspects of yourself, or people in your life.


So, without further ado, the Minor Arcana positions, one by one:




The Aces are the source of each suit, representing the opportunities and potential of its energy. They are raw and as yet unfocused: they ask you to consider what you have to offer, and what you want.


The Twos are the most simple, uncomplicated expression of the suit’s energy. They are its bread and butter, the daily tasks of the suit. They ask if that energy is balanced and flowing, or if it’s blocked.


The Threes are experiences that embody the power of the suit. They tend to speak to things you need to do to strengthen yourself and grow, and to how you interact with others.


The Fours are a chance to catch your breath on the journey. They’re a little pause – safe spaces, stable and restful, if sometimes a little stale. They ask you to take stock of where you are, and how you’re doing.


The Fives are places of discomfort within the suit. They’re challenges, conflicts, and difficulties faced. They don’t usually ask you to do anything – instead they ask you to sit with the feeling.


The Sixes are shifts in balances of power and moments of transition. They often deal with the interplay between times past, present, and future. They ask what you’ve learned so far, and what you’ll do with that knowledge.


The Sevens are moments of evaluation and decision-making. They ask you to really interrogate your actions, beliefs, and feelings. They speak to honesty – and sometimes to the lack thereof.


The Eights are the point at which you find the transformative power of the suit and channel it to bring about change. They aren’t always easy moments, but they’re satisfying.


The Nines are entirely focused on what it means to be an individual who has built up a lot of that suit’s energy. This, as you will see, can be a good place to be, or a very, very worrying one. They offer a glimpse of what’s to come at the end of the journey.


The Tens represent completion, the end of the cycle. They are the ultimate outcome of the suit’s energy, for better or worse. And they ask you what you’ll do next.


The Pages are youthful, naive, almost childlike characters. They embody the energy of the suit in its embryonic stages, where everything seems possible, you don’t make assumptions based on prior experience, and rules don’t really exist.


The Knights are doers. They are characters who have taken the energy of their suit to its logical extreme – i.e. probably too far. They have turned the volume of the suit up to the maximum. It’s a lot.


The Queens are characters who have achieved a balanced, sophisticated, and yet intuitive understanding of the suit. They bring it to bear in their own lives, and hold space for others to do so too.


The Kings are characters who have true mastery of the suit. They harness its energy and bring it to heel. They can be forces for good, and beacons in the darkness. They can also be awful.





As you may already be able to imagine, the interplay of suit and card position speaks to an extraordinarily broad spectrum of emotions, experiences, and perspectives within the Minor Arcana. The patterns give structure and shape to the deck but, as you begin to get to know the cards, you’ll see how it’s the subtleties that really matter. The greatest stories aren’t just the broad brush strokes of narrative arcs: they live in the tiniest details, the minutiae of life.
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