
[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Images]


For Llorraine, Wendy, Jen, and all of the other witchy women in my life


INTRODUCTION

Like a lot of teenagers who wore too much black and had an extensive incense collection, I used to fool around with a tarot deck. I can’t remember where I picked it up—some bookstore somewhere. It was exciting to look at all of the images, all of the mysterious men and women fighting with swords or juggling coins or drinking from cups.

But after a few aborted attempts to teach myself to read the cards, I gave up. The manual that came with the cards gave inadequate and confusing definitions—“the Empress: wife, mother, companion”—that detracted from what I was seeing. Unsure of what to do with the cards, I put them away, and they were lost in one move or another.

Ten years later, I came back to the tarot during a particularly difficult time in my life. With the help of a skilled reader, I was able to see my circumstances differently. She helped me find the narrative inside all the muddle. In short, she told me a new story about my life and what I was experiencing. A story I could move through; a story in which I could see how all of the other characters and situations were operating.

After that, I was hooked. I began the slow process of studying the meaning of the tarot and understanding its uses. At the time I worked mostly as a book critic, and I was intrigued by the way the cards could be used as a tool for storytelling. Each reading is, essentially, a story. It begins here, at the center. One card represents you and tells you who you are as the protagonist; others say what’s happening to you, what did happen to you, what will happen. Other cards show up as people wandering into your story; others create plot and action.

You lay out the cards, and there on the table you have the outline. You have the who, what, where, and when. You then flesh out that skeleton with your own circumstances, you populate it with the people in your life, and, using the intuitive cues provided by the cards’ images, you fit your story onto the story in the cards.

It is not necessarily about telling the future. It is about retelling the present.

After noticing the way the cards hook into your intuition and imagination, I realized that they could easily be used to assist in the creative process. When stuck on a piece, I’d pull some cards to find clarity, or I’d use them to figure out how to structure it. When friends struggled with their book or visual art projects, I’d pull out my deck, and we’d take a look. Soon most of my tarot clients were artists, looking for a little guidance on what to work on next or how to overcome a block.

WHAT IS THE TAROT?

The tarot is a deck of cards designed during the Renaissance. There is debate about whether the cards’ origins stretch back further, but for our purposes, we’ll stick with what we know for sure.

The deck consists of two parts: the Major Arcana and the Minor Arcana. The Major Arcana is made up of what you can consider archetypes: the Hermit, Death, the High Priestess, and so on. The Minor Arcana cards illustrate circumstances and conflicts—the kinds of things that add action to a story. The Minor Arcana comes in four suits that correspond with the four elements: Cups (water), Wands (fire), Swords (air), and Coins or Pentacles (earth). Each suit has cards numbering one through ten, and then four court cards: Page, Knight, Queen, and King.

The cards depict the whole realm of human experience, from love to death, from joy to sorrow, from loneliness to friendship. Some cards are particularly nasty; others easily cheer a reader up. But either way, you have to take the dark with the light, just like in life.

The interpretations of the cards change as society changes. The Lovers card, of course, does not require a man and a woman to fulfill its meaning. And at one point, I read in an old tarot book that the Three of Wands indicated that a family member was going to die and leave me a chateau in his or her will. But the Three of Wands no longer means “free chateau”; now it means exploration and adventure. You will experience the cards differently than I will, because they are based on your own experiences and your own philosophy and values. Just because we may have different takes on a card doesn’t mean that I can’t learn from your interpretations, and I hope you can learn something from mine.

HOW DO I USE THIS BOOK?

As a starting point. Each card has its own thorough interpretation and guidance on how it relates specifically to creativity. I’ve designed a few new ways to organize the cards for reading what are called “spreads” for different creative problems:

• wanting to start writing or painting or working on your medium of choice, but unsure how to begin;

• restarting a project that has become blocked or lost its way;

• figuring how best to present a project to the world; and

• getting out of a rut to try something new and daring.

The book is also meant to be a source of inspiration. Because I believe firmly in looking to our betters to teach us and guide us, I have included anecdotes of creators throughout time to show how others have overcome obstacles, as well as recommendations of paintings to study, books to read, music to listen to, films to watch, etc.

Remember: the Greeks believed our genius was not part of us but was a divine visitation. Our jobs, as artists and writers, was to become the best possible vessel for that genius. Part of that is to be forever learning, improving, expanding, and experimenting.

QUESTIONS

Is it okay for me to buy my own tarot cards? I read somewhere that your first deck is supposed to be a gift.

It is absolutely okay for you to buy your first tarot deck. That is one of those mystical mumbo-jumbo things designed to make beginners feel inadequate and unwelcome. I have a Virgo moon; I have no time for such nonsense.

Is the tarot just about telling the future?

People have always wanted to know their fates. Will I be rich? Will I be wise? Will I fall in love? And they have used whatever they had around them to try to sneak a glimpse into the future.

I’m always very curious about the different methods used and the way they were developed. I’ve had my face read in Chinatown, dragged there by a Malaysian friend who swears it’s an accurate, ancient practice. I’ve had my palm read by people in multiple countries. In Greece, I had my coffee grounds read. I sipped my Turkish coffee while chatting with the very nice woman. Then my cup was inverted on its saucer, and the shape the grounds made was interpreted to tell me my future. I had a woman in the American South read my cards, but she used a deck of playing cards rather than the tarot. I’ve had my tea leaves read in London, and my astrological chart read in New York City.

There are many other ways to tell your fortune. There’s numerology, the telling of your fate by the numbers of your birthday or the number of letters in your name. There’s bibliomancy, where you open a book to a random page and line, and through that your future is revealed. There’s ceromancy, for which you pour melted wax onto a surface and read the shapes it makes. There’s an old Irish New Year’s custom that requires you to melt metal and then pour it into cold water. The shape it hardens into will tell you how your year will be. Many believe that your dreams can tell you your future, if you sleep with certain items under your pillow or drink or eat the right things before bed. With pyromancy, you gaze into a fire; with tyromancy, you look at the coagulation of cheese. There’s divination by the shapes of clouds, the shapes of the facets of gemstones, the entrails of a sacrificed pigeon or rabbit.

Which is to say that the impulses are all the same. As are the methods, although the medium changes from culture to culture and from person to person. We take an image—this shape of the candle wax or that image on the tarot card—and imbue it with meaning. That meaning is personal to us; it draws something out of us. So if we have been feeling lonely lately, wondering if we will ever see an end to our dry spell and if we’ll ever fall in love again, we might see a man’s silhouette in that wax.

That doesn’t make us foolish or delusional. Maybe it gives us hope. Maybe it prepares something in us. We see that a man is on his way this year, and so we dress up a little. We look around and pay closer attention to the men who swing through our lives. Our depression and loneliness, which maybe had been keeping us isolated by making us unwilling to go out and socialize, lessen and we start trying again. Maybe we meet a man that year because of this or maybe we don’t, but maybe in the act of trying—of going out and seeing people again—we start to fall back in love with our own lives, and the whole man thing becomes less of a priority.

We give things meaning by paying attention to them, and so moving your attention from one thing to another can absolutely change your future. Exactly who or what is doing the work here—whether fate is choosing the card, or your unconscious, or random chance—doesn’t matter as much as the act of seeing, sensing, and paying attention.

How do the individual cards take on specific meanings? If we’re supposed to interpret the images and use our intuition to guide us, all on our own, then why does the Ten of Swords have the same meaning from deck to deck?

In every culture, certain symbols take on certain meanings. And so the mixing of those symbols, adding an element to a number, to a Greek god, to an astrological marker, would create more complex meanings.

Part of that is the way stories are constructed and understood. And if you establish a meaning for one aspect of the card—say, that Sword refers to air, and air refers to thought and communication—then it makes sense that a story would arise rather naturally from a progression.

Swords is an easy way to understand this, because its progression shows that as the numbers go higher, the darkness of the cards increase. One Sword is a helpful thing to have. You can maneuver it, you can use it as a weapon or as a tool, it is easily carried around—just as one idea or one philosophy can be used as a tool to order your thoughts. But with two swords, things get unwieldy. You either have to choose one and discard the other, or both of your hands are full, and you’re not so easily mobile anymore. Just like with two ideas, all of a sudden you have a contradiction, or a choice has to be made. The more you add, the harder it is to carry all of these swords, and the more your mind can spin out of control. So that’s part of it.

But mostly the meaning comes from centuries of people writing, thinking, and using the tarot, and sharing their experiences. There is no right or wrong way to think about the tarot, but there are going to be shared meanings.

Let’s consider the history of the word consider. I’m taking this from Russell A. Lockhart’s book Words as Eggs: Psyche in Language and Clinic, a kind of psychological etymology book. The other major system of divination and intuitive response of our time is astrology. Now, some people draw the line there. They’ll say they “believe” in tarot (believe is certainly the wrong word, but it’s common parlance; use is more accurate) but not in astrology, because they consider astrology fortune-telling. And it can be; some people use it that way, just as they use curds of cheese or shapes of clouds to predict the future. But others of us use it simply as a way to draw our attention to certain parts of our lives and expand our understanding of what’s happening to us and with us. It’s a way of creating meaning.

The -sider part of consider comes from the word for “star.” Like the word sidereal, which means “of or with respect to distant stars.” Or siderated, which means “planet-struck.” A sidus, then, was someone who paid attention to the stars. And as this person paid attention to the stars, she would begin to notice certain patterns. When a star or a planet was positioned just so, certain things would happen in her life or in the world. And she would note it. And when there was a different combination of stars, the circumstances would change. And she would note it. And so consider started its life as con-sider, meaning “with the stars.” Coexisting.

Our sidus would share her knowledge with another sidus, and so on, until a system of meaning and symbolism was built up. And that’s how the rather complex system of astrology was born.

I don’t believe in God, so . . .

You can be an atheist and use the tarot. You can be a Christian and use the tarot. There is a long history of writing about chance and synchronicity that has nothing to do with the gods meddling in our realm. (I bet that made you uncomfortable, didn’t it?) You get out of the tarot what you put in. It is merely a tool that works on an intuitive, rather than logical, level. No gods required.

What if I’m a total beginner to tarot? Or what if I’ve never written a thing in my life?

I worked very hard to provide something for everyone, no matter his or her level of expertise. That’s both for readers’ familiarity with the tarot and for how advanced they are in their creative expression.

That said, it’s important to remember there is no right or wrong way to interpret a card. I have been studying tarot for a long time, but I am constantly surprised and learning more. This book is not meant to be the last word on the tarot. Consider it one step in the process, or a friend to help you along the way.

How long does it take to learn the tarot?

It all depends on how often you use the cards and for what purposes, and how much you decide to read and study about them. It took me about eight years before I felt comfortable reading for other people for pay, but you might feel like you’ve mastered the cards in a year or two.

Which tarot cards should I buy? It seems like there are so many different decks to choose from.

Whichever deck is most comfortable for you is the right tarot deck. There are a lot of options out there. I have several different decks—including the Spolia deck I made with the artist Jen May—and I switch them out, depending on mood. Tarot decks can get a little addictive; the art is so beautiful, and each one has a different feel. My own favorites are the Golden, a contemporary deck that features medieval art; the Haindl, a very complex and nontraditional German deck; and the Minchiate, a Renaissance-era deck that has 96 cards instead of the more standard 78. Each one has its strengths and weaknesses. I find the Minchiate most helpful for creative issues, but I’ll almost always turn to the Golden if I have a problem with love. Feel free to experiment. There are online resources such as Facade (www.facade.com) that feature databases of images from a wide range of decks.

Can I read my own cards?

For things like relationship troubles, or money troubles, or Why-do-I-want-to-stab-my-coworker-with-a-screwdriver-every-time-I-see-him? kind of work-related problems, it helps to get an outside perspective. But for daily card draws, for creativity questions, things of that nature, it’s pretty easy to read for yourself. If you’re still confused, you can always talk to a friend about the cards you drew or swap readings with each other. Don’t feel like you always have to fork out money for a professional every time you have a problem.

A FEW THOUGHTS

There is no right or wrong way to express your creativity. There is no perfect way to write a novel, there is no ideal way for a painter to work or for a chef to create a new dish or for a musician to put together a new album. And that is the wonderful and terrifying thing about it. With no rules, how does one keep from getting lost?

I talk to creators all the time who feel like they are wandering around in the dark. They want to know, Why is this taking so long? Why doesn’t it work for me the way it seems to work for everyone else? I feel like I’m not making any progress; should I give up?

Nothing kills creativity faster than anxiety: worrying if you’re doing things “right,” worrying that no one else is going to like what you’re doing, panicking about how it’s all going to turn out.

Almost every time, the solution is listening to and honoring your intuitive sense of not what you think you need but what your project needs to come to fruition. Maybe that is the greatest thing the cards can do for us: quiet down our worried thoughts and our expectations for how it’s “supposed” to go and help us get back in touch with our imagination.


A HISTORY OF THE TAROT

The history of the deck we recognize as the tarot—the deck that includes both the Minor Arcana and the twenty-two characters and archetypes of the Major Arcana—begins in fifteenth-century Italy. But the tarot came in many different varieties, even from the very beginning. There was a Florentine deck called the Minchiate, with its forty-card Major Arcana set; and a deck from Milan called the Trionfi that used four types of birds rather than the four elements of the standard deck.

Many parts of its origins remain frustratingly obscure. For example, what does the name tarot mean? No one really knows, although there are many theories. It comes from the Italian word tarocco, which is the name of the card game that the deck was originally used to play. But the word seems to have no other meaning associated with it. (There is a type of blood orange called the tarocco, but it’s unlikely that the deck was developed as a way of thinking about citrus.) The tarocco cards were simply another version of playing cards, which were designed and played with all over the world, dating back to ninth-century China. They spread from there to Egypt, Persia, Turkey, and beyond. Each culture adapted the cards to create decks of their own and designed different games to match.

You might have noticed how closely the Minor Arcana resembles our own standard deck of playing cards with its Aces, the numbers up to ten, and then the royalty cards. The Knight becomes the Jack, the Page is discarded, the Queen and King remain the same. Even the suits match up: hearts to Cups and so on.

Each deck shares a similar origin. So why is one deck used for these mysterious, sometimes occult purposes, while the other is used for play?

The game the cards were designed for, the tarocco, has been lost to time. You don’t see people playing it anymore. But even as people lost interest in the game, the deck remained. As the tarot cards spread and were adapted by different cities and different cultures, new variations appeared. We still have many examples of these early decks, and many of the distinctive choices of imagery were developed in the fifteenth century and are still found in contemporary decks. The distinctive shape of the Hanged Man’s legs—forming a 4, with one straight leg and one bent knee—can be found in the fifteenth-century Visconti-Sforza deck. The pierced heart of the Three of Swords can also be found in the sixteenth-century Sola Busca deck, originating probably in Venice.

The Sola Busca is one of the few tarot decks that created distinctive imagery for the Minor Arcana. In early versions, most designed these cards the simple way we design playing cards. The Four of Coins has only four coins on it, not the little man clutching his coins to his chest. Many decks added whimsical flourishes, but they weren’t necessarily connected to what we understand as being the meaning of the card today. For instance, the monkey gazing at his reflection in a hand mirror on the Minchiate’s Four of Cups has long been one of my favorite such flourishes, but I can’t say that it’s really enhanced my understanding of that particular card.

From Italy, the tarot traveled to France, where the Marseilles deck was developed. This is the template from which most modern decks are derived. The Major Arcana stabilized at this point, settling into the set of twenty-two trumps we use now. Before this, some decks had a Western Emperor and an Eastern Emperor instead of an Empress and an Emperor. But the Marseilles became the template, and the wild variations in the decks faded away and the standard structure emerged.

The Marseilles is also when the tarot began to take on a more, let’s say, mystical quality. Alchemical and astrological imagery began to show up on the cards, and it’s around this time we have the first evidence that the cards were used for divination as well as game playing. Robert M. Place, in his book The Tarot: History, Symbolism, and Divination, points to a cycle of Venetian sonnets called the Merlini Cocai Sonnets (Cocai being the pseudonym of the sixteenth-century Italian poet Teofilo Folengo) as containing the first written record of the cards being used for fortune-telling. In the sonnets, the Major Arcana cards are used in a spread to foresee what will happen to the characters of the story.

The written record about the occult use of the tarot begins in about the early eighteenth century. I know what you’re thinking (or maybe not; maybe you are less of a history dork than I am): “Hey, isn’t that around the time of the Enlightenment? Wasn’t the whole point of the Enlightenment to totally get rid of all superstition and irrational belief?”

Yes, that was the point. But here’s a little secret: man cannot live on rationality alone. We’re not machines; our brains are not computers. You can try to shut off your dream world, your irrationality, your religious beliefs, your need for mystery and greater meaning, and so on, but most of us really do need that side of ourselves. If it were possible for man to be 100 percent rational about all things, then the French writer Voltaire, king of the Enlightenment, probably would not have been a crazy, racist anti-Semite.

So at the time of the Enlightenment there was the Counter-Enlightenment, focused mostly in Germany. The Counter-Enlightenment thinkers argued for more enchantment, more untamed nature, less rationality. You might know these guys as the Romantics. They were philosophers, writers, poets, and artists, although not all of them were German. But they fought against the influence of the Enlightenment and became influential themselves. Which only goes to show that when you stake out a radical position—like, the rational brain is the only thing that matters; all else is a weakness that must be overcome—you are nurturing the extreme opposite of your position into existence as well. (Something that the tarot’s Chariot card knows very well.)

Part of the Counter-Enlightenment was the development of mystery cults. Starting in the seventeenth century, we had Freemasonry and Rosicrucianism. Both developed and spread esoteric knowledge, although you had to be an initiated member to learn their secrets. Moving on, we had theosophy and Swedenborgianism, which were radically new religions, heavy on the mystical and philosophical side of belief. In the nineteenth century, the Counter-Enlightenment spread to America with Spiritualism, and then names you’re probably more familiar with: groups like the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, people like Madame Blavatsky (aka Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, the Russian occultist who cofounded the Theosophical Society), and so on. The Golden Dawn and other groups like it believed in magic, and in the ability of the human will to change matter and the course of events.

The question of why all of these systems started to develop around the same time is an interesting one. It was obviously answering a need in people; otherwise it wouldn’t have spread the way it did. Part of that has to do with the Enlightenment and this focus on the rational mind, but part of that also can be traced to the evolution that Christianity was going through.

Christianity was the dominant religion of the West. Protestantism was relatively new, but it had taken a firm hold. And the Catholic Church adapted to survive against the Protestant ideas, lest its power wane. Christianity was becoming more of a moral code—a system of preferred behaviors and a way of controlling the populace—than before. Church services had been a sensory experience, with incense and religious art and music and chanting, all designed to move a person spiritually and to create altered states, if you will. But the Protestant iconoclasts, who believed that religious imagery was idolatry, had destroyed much of the religious art and emptied the churches of their adornments. In place of the music and chanting came lectures on morality: don’t do this; do this instead.

I am oversimplifying this to preserve space, but there is an enormous difference in the role of religion in the medieval church and its subsequent role post-Reformation. Some of the primary differences were the removal of artwork and imagery from the religious ceremonies, increased policing of behavior, and de-emphasizing the role of mystery and intuition in a person’s life.

But by staking out their radical position, they nurtured their extreme opposite’s position, too. That sense of magic and wonder had answered a call in the human soul, and so it could not be discarded so quickly. New systems of belief, which put the mystery at the very heart of its teachings, began to develop. The cults themselves might have disappeared by now, but much of what they revived interest in, from tarot to astrology to meditation, can be found in contemporary culture with the rise of Wicca and other pagan religions and other systems of (I mean this affectionately) irrational belief.

The Golden Dawn had probably the most influence on our contemporary understanding of the tarot. For this group of magicians and mystics, it was one tool of many in their magical system that pulled from sources like the Rosicrucians and the Kabbalah. One of the Golden Dawn’s founders, Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers, wrote the first guide to the tarot in England. The Tarot: Its Occult Signification, Use in Fortune-Telling and Methods of Play, published in 1888, the same year the Golden Dawn came into existence, established tarot as a magical tool, and standardized the deck (or tried to—variations soon emerged) into the four suits of Wands, Cups, Swords, and Pentacles.

The Golden Dawn actually didn’t last very long. Infighting and power plays, mostly by the male members, splintered the group. Its most famous member was perhaps the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, who remained interested in and engaged with magical systems until his death. The writer and magician Aleister Crowley is often associated with the group, but he was quickly ejected from its ranks for being a terrible person. (This is a fact, he was a terrible person. Look it up.) But two of its lesser-known members would spread the influence of the tarot far and wide: writer Arthur Edward Waite and artist Pamela Colman Smith.

While Mathers might have standardized the deck’s layout, Waite and Smith standardized its imagery. Their deck is typically called the Rider-Waite, but it should be called the Rider-Waite-Smith because Smith was at the very least an equal partner in its creation. Almost every deck on the market today follows its templates of imagery and meaning. The major exception is the Thoth tarot, designed by Crowley and Lady Frieda Harris and taking its name from the Egyptian god of knowledge, which uses the Princess instead of the Page and switches the placement of Strength and Justice, along with some other noticeable changes. But by far, the Thoth deck has not had the reach of the Rider-Waite-Smith.

So how did the deck come about? A. E. Waite was a mystic and a scholar with ties to both the Golden Dawn and the Freemasons. He had written extensively on many esoteric subjects, such as alchemy, mysticism, and the various mystery cults to which he belonged. Here Waite’s scholarly and mystical interests played an important role in the fate of the tarot.

Waite believed that the magical systems of the Golden Dawn and other systems were not about imposing your will on a situation (making someone love you, increasing your wealth, and so on) or about telling the future (Will this person love you? Will you ever be wealthy?). He believed they were for elevating the soul and for bringing what is unconscious conscious. He believed there was a divine order, and our job was to align ourselves with it or become a conduit, like the Magician in the tarot.

It’s like the difference between a $5 palm reader and a spiritual adviser. The palm reader is, in a sense, going to tell you what you want to hear. Or tell you that the reason you are single is that you are cursed, and you need to buy this $35 candle and this $10 prayer guide to help rid yourself of the curse or you will die alone. That type of reading preys on people’s hopes and fears. The spiritual adviser, instead, will focus on why you compulsively do the same thing over and over again, and will bring to light your darkest fears—not to take advantage of them but to help you see what they really are. It’s about elevating you as a person and as a soul.

For Waite, there is a higher purpose for a person’s existence, and mysticism is a tool to find that purpose and follow it. To help that process along best, he would need a tarot deck that was designed with these goals specifically in mind. The deck, he thought, needed to be reworked with an emphasis on its symbolism and symbolism’s connection to the intuition. First, he needed an artist.

Smith was brought to the Golden Dawn by her friend Yeats. A talented artist, she had illustrated books by both Yeats and Bram Stoker (best remembered for the vampire tale Dracula) by the time she was introduced to Waite. He was struck by her use of symbolism and by her artistry, and they began their collaboration.

For a long time, it was assumed that Smith simply drew what Waite told her to draw. That she was, in a way, just taking his dictation. But recent scholarship suggests that she was much more in control of the imagery and the symbolism than thought previously. Waite provided much of the scholarship, and in many cases the imagery of the Sola Busca provided inspiration, but Smith brought her own talent and knowledge to the deck, and it’s a shame that she has been sidelined from the story for so long. (Incidentally, the “Rider” part of the name comes from the original publisher of the deck, William Rider & Sons. So the British publisher gets credit, but not the artist.)

The Rider-Waite-Smith differed from most decks in one important aspect: for the first time since the Sola Busca, all of the cards, including the Minor Arcana, were fully illustrated with human figures and other symbolic imagery. This is the full separation mark of the tarot from a deck of playing cards to a deck of divination cards. And this is where much of the meaning of the Minor Arcana cards became consolidated. Most of that is due to Smith’s artwork. Waite wrote a few guides to the tarot, manuals on how to interpret each card, but Smith’s imagery is what people remember, not Waite’s definitions. Waite believed it was his writings and scholarship that would newly define the tarot, but it turns out that sometimes the brush is even more powerful than the pen.

Which brings us to today. There have been many successful tarot decks since the Rider-Waite-Smith, like the Aquarius deck and the Morgan-Greer, both developed in the 1970s when the New Age movement started to gain mainstream acceptability, but almost all have followed the illustrative choices that Smith made. It’s all but impossible to overstate her importance in how we use and think about the tarot today.

We don’t know the full history of tarot, but these are the elements that helped create it. Humans searching for meaning discover it in the everyday things they have lying around. They pay attention to and consider the patterns of the cards. They share their knowledge with others, who then expand on those meanings. They tell one another stories about the cards, thereby creating even more complex patterns and meanings. And then it becomes as if we were never without them.


A HISTORY OF ARTISTS AND TAROT


Ever since those sixteenth-century Venetian sonnets mentioned before, artists and writers have been drawn to the tarot, have written about it and pulled from the imagery for their own work. Some were so taken with the experience of reading tarot that they dedicated themselves to constructing entirely new decks.

It’s easy to see why artists in particular connect to the deck. Tarot readers tell stories—stories that might not always have a logical sense but have instead an intuitive meaning. The story is guided by a feeling, or perhaps the mood a color suggests to the reader, or strange coincidences in the pictures. (For instance, on one card, three figures are hunched over their work, so that might be relevant because . . .) That is a creative act. And so artists, used to working in that way, often take to the decks like ducks to water.

We’ll focus our attention here on the twentieth-century post–Golden Dawn, around the time that Waite and Smith were redefining the tarot for a new age.

The obvious place to begin is with the surrealists. The surrealists wanted to engage directly with the unconscious in their artwork; to put aside reason and logic—they deemed reason and logic to be tyrannical—and work with dream imagery and illogical narratives to express something different and powerful.

The surrealists came out of the Dada movement, which had decided to respond to the nonsensical violence, warmongering, dehumanization, and industrialization of the age with a purer form of nonsense. Led by the Romanian-born writer Tristan Tzara, Dada performances were mostly jangling noise. One person yelling strange words as atonal music blurted and blasted and women in bizarre costumes danced around the stage with seemingly no choreography worked out at all. The Dada artists were simply re-creating what modern life had become: stupid advertising slogans and mottoes, juxtaposed against the noise of urban life, the barking of mad totalitarian leaders, and the never-ending machine of war that slaughtered and maimed an entire generation of men.

Even the Dada manifesto, written by Tzara, makes a wonderful kind of intuitive sense without being what anyone would call “logical”:

“Dada is a dog—a compass—the lining of the stomach—neither new or a nude Japanese girl—a gasometer of jangled feelings—Dada is brutal and doesn’t go in for propaganda—Dada is a quantity of life in transparent, effortless and gyratory transformation.”

Every time the manifesto accidentally veers toward being logical, it swerves hard away again. It cannot be “understood,” but it can be enjoyed. Once one stops fighting against the absurdity and embraces it, one can see it in a different context.

Surrealism was a response to Dada. Instead of being so far on the edges of insanity, they wanted to give voice to the unconscious. They wanted to create artistic versions of the dream world, which they believed was not just random and bizarre but, instead, worked according to its own sense of logic and truth. Their artwork relied heavily on the idea of the symbol: an image that might look simple but has a deep impact on the viewer; something that represents a big idea and calls to something beneath the surface.

Which is, essentially, what the imagery of the tarot does as well. Every gesture, every color, every archetype and figure stands in for something greater, something very personal and meaningful to us. It’s no wonder, then, that surrealists were drawn to the tarot.

This was obviously very much inspired by the work of the Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud, father of psychoanalysis. The discovery of the unconscious was tremendous and had a huge impact on the way people saw themselves. Suddenly we realized that we don’t have complete control over our actions, that we are driven by desires and impulses we have no way of understanding logically. Deviance and mental illness were no longer caused by failures of self-discipline, or a willful inability to keep it together. There are things happening in our brains and in our lives that we cannot affect with reason, nor can they be brought to light with logic.

But maybe art could be the bridge between these two states; the light of reason and the darkness of the unconscious. The unconscious, after all, does not speak in verbal language. It speaks in the language of dreams, symbols, and ritual. It could be reached only by using its own methods. That is what the surrealists were trying to do. Creators such as Leonor Fini, Claude Cahun, the British-born painter Leonora Carrington and her onetime lover German artist Max Ernst used archetypes and symbolism and the uncanny and dream imagery to create unreal states; art that could be understood better on an emotional level than on an intellectual level.

Their tools were automatic writing—the writer would write down whatever came to mind, no matter how silly or strange, trying not to control or judge the writing or where it would go—and psychoanalysis, dream imagery, and things like the tarot. Salvador Dalí, arguably the most famous surrealist artist, was particularly intrigued by the tarot, and he seems to have been introduced to the cards by his wife, Gala. She was the more esoteric of the two, and her interest in the occult is well documented.

Late in his life, Dalí decided to create his own deck of tarot cards. He worked from the basic definitions of the cards as outlined by Waite and Smith, but he deviated from their basic templates. He used images that came to him in dreams, alongside ancient Roman and Christian iconography to create a very surrealist deck. Where Smith created clean, simple to understand images, Dalí designed bizarre landscapes. The great Spanish artist was nearing the end of his life, and his cards’ images are based on a lifetime of knowledge of art history, the power of the icon and the symbol, and many figures—such as his strangely elegant elephants with long, spidery legs—that recurred in his artwork throughout his career.

It’s not just visual artists who were drawn to the tarot. Writers have used the cards as a storytelling technique for centuries now. That ranges from the hokey (a young adult protagonist visits a fortune-teller who reveals her true fate via the cards, which sends her off on a grand adventure, and so on) to the more sophisticated.

Many writers have turned to the occult and the mysterious to assist them with their writing. There were many writers in the Golden Dawn, although Yeats was probably the most vocal about his use of magic in his writing process. As well as being one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century, he was also a pretty adept magician. The archetypes from the Major Arcana show up in many of his poems, but he also used them for divination and self-reflection.

Yeats used many occult systems in his writing. He was married to Bertha Georgie Hyde-Lees, a skilled medium who was also a member of the Golden Dawn. Together they used Ouija boards and automatic writing to contact the spirit realm, but also more classic systems such as astrology and tarot. This renewed interest in the occult reinvigorated his dedication to poetry, and led to some of his greatest work. Much of Yeats’s late-career poems drew directly on the revelations he received through séances and divination rituals. He stated that the spirit realm gave him the metaphors he used in his poetry, and many of those metaphors—“Slouches towards Bethlehem” and “the centre cannot hold,” both from his 1919 poem “The Second Coming”—have become common phrases in our culture.

Other writers, though, were more interested in the tarot as a narrative tool. Because a tarot spread like the Celtic Cross is essentially a method of storytelling, writers have latched onto the cards as a way of structuring work.

Let’s look for a minute at the Celtic Cross. It is the standard tarot spread; probably the one most in use around the world. The cards are arranged in two forms: a cross to the left, and a tower to the right. The cards in the cross illuminate a person’s motivations, what she is thinking and feeling, where she has been, and where she is going. The tower names the character with a card that represents the querent—the fancy tarot term for the person asking the question—directly and provides an ending to the story with the final outcome card.

The Celtic Cross reading is powerful because it contains all of the elements needed to tell a basic story. It has a beginning, a middle, and an end for the plot. It gives us characters and tells us what those characters want. There is a conflict, there is a goal. There are subplots, and a person’s deepest fears are revealed. One could conceivably lay out a Celtic Cross reading and use it to construct an entire novel.

The Celtic Cross Spread

[image: Images]

Which is exactly what the Italian writer Italo Calvino did. He was not a specialist in the cards. He stated on more than one occasion that his interest in tarot was not scholarly, nor was he interested in learning how to read the cards skillfully. He found the people on the cards fascinating, as well as all the different interpretations—all the ways a story could be told simply by the patterns that one could create by laying out the cards randomly.
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