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Alexis Garcia,

Yesenia Garcia,

Megan MacGregor.


The fall of the tarot cards, even if random by usual definitions, may be part of a chaotic system and therefore may have a hidden order.

—CYNTHIA GILES,

The Tarot

 . . . magic consists of removing the limitations from what we think are the earthly and spiritual laws that bind or compel us. We can be anything because we are ALL.

—MARY K. GREER,

Women of the Golden Dawn
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Spreads form the heart of tarot. They create the stories the cards tell and depict recurring patterns that are both visible and invisible, known and unknown, obvious and hidden.

Some spreads work best for specific questions, others describe general situations and conditions, and still others answer questions that haven’t been asked yet. The collection of spreads given in this book covers a spectrum broad enough to fit most people’s needs.

We’ve designed these spreads to obtain concrete, direct answers to the questions most people ask about their daily lives: romance, work, finances, health, and spirituality. You won’t have to wade through pages of mythological associations, historical data about the tarot, or esoteric information. Just get out your deck, find a spread that seems to fit your question, and lay out the cards.

Although we’ve included the traditional spreads you find in most tarot books—the Celtic Cross, the Horoscope, the Magic Star—the majority are nontraditional spreads that grew out of our personal questions and those of the people for whom we’ve read. We have arranged them from the simplest spread (one card) to the most complex (twenty-four cards).

As you work with these spreads, remember that you create your reality, the cards merely reflect it. If you don’t like a situation the cards describe, then you can change it by working with your beliefs. That is the essence of Power Tarot.
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What Is Tarot?



The tarot has entered an unprecedented boom period, with more than three hundred decks now on the market. Their motifs range from angels to legends, the Middle Ages to the millennium.

The lure of a particular deck lies as much in the artwork as it does in how the deck feels when you handle it. Favorite decks usually speak to something private and sacred within you; they are like old friends you haven’t visited for a long time. They feel right.

If you’re just beginning your work with the tarot, the best deck you can use is either the Rider-Waite or any Waite-Smith clone. The latter includes: Universal Waite, Albano Waite, Golden Rider, Morgan Greer, Hanson Roberts, Tarot of the Cloisters, Robin Wood, and The Aquarian Tarot.

Learn the textbook definitions of the seventy-eight cards, practice the traditional spreads, read for yourself, your family, your friends, whoever will sit still long enough. Practice until the definitions become as familiar to you as your name. And then read for strangers.

The first time you read for someone you don’t know, all kinds of emotions will wash through you: exhilaration, nervousness, triumph, uncertainty. You’ll quickly discover which cards demand more of your attention, which ones you know by heart, which ones pertain most strongly to a particular individual. Whether you stumble through the reading or glide through it smoothly, you’ll have a much clearer sense of the tarot’s voice—and the voice of the deck you’re using.

As you work with the tarot, you’ll find that some cards recur; no matter how you shuffle the deck or what spread you use, the same cards keep coming up. These usually depict patterns in your life or in the life of the person for whom you’re reading. They assume a personal meaning that may not be in line with the textbook definition. If you’re relentless, you’ll eventually have highly personal definitions for all of the seventy-eight cards. And that’s what the tarot is really about: What does this card mean to me?

There are certain cards you will love and welcome; there are others you will detest and dread. The Tower stands out as an excellent example.

Its image from deck to deck doesn’t vary much. The Tower stands tall against a darkened, ugly sky that looms with menace. Lightning strikes its ancient walls, objects or people or both tumble from its windows, the water below it seems to bubble and writhe like a primal sea. Things are not in good shape.

In the beginning, this card will send chills up your spine, you’ll be expecting the absolute worst: a pink slip in the mail, a legal judgment that isn’t in your favor, car problems, electrical problems, problems, problems, problems.

But as you work with the Tower, you’ll realize that it’s also about breaking old routines and patterns that limit who and what you are. The card is the equivalent of the planet Uranus in astrology in that it symbolizes the breaking apart of structures that tend to restrict you. The Tower puts you on notice that change is required. If you don’t change voluntarily, then change will be imposed on you by some external force.

As with any language, your grasp of the tarot will change, evolve, and deepen the more you use it.

The Arcanas

The typical Tarot deck has seventy-eight cards that are divided into the major arcana (22) and the minor arcana (56). Think of the majors as archetypal events, big issues that concern character and destiny. Minors are concerned with circumstances and behavior and illustrate how the energy of the majors manifests in your daily life.

The majors, numbered from zero to twenty-one, are ports in a journey that begins with the wildly innocent enthusiasm of the Fool and ends with the sophistication and knowledge of the World. They are the most powerful cards in the deck. Sometimes, the majors tell you all you need to know to understand the dynamics in a person’s life.

The minors are divided into four suits: wands, cups, swords, and pentacles. They correspond to the four elements, the four personality types, the four seasons. The suits are the DNA of the minor arcana, the building blocks.

Each suit is numbered from one through ten and has four court cards. The pips, or numbered cards, represent the patterns which the archetypes weave in our lives; the court cards usually represent people or behavior patterns. In some decks, you’ll find the court cards called something else—the page and knight, for instance, are a prince and princess. But if you’re just beginning with the tarot, it’s easiest to work with decks that have traditional names for the court cards.

The mundane and esoteric meanings for the cards will vary, depending on which decks you use and which books you read. Once you become familiar with the cards, you’ll supplement and expand the meanings from your own experience. Our meanings began with the traditional definitions, then grew and expanded through trial and error. So will yours.

The Tarot Journal

In the beginning, a journal can be an invaluable aid. It doesn’t have to be anything complicated; a notebook or a file in your computer will do. Since you’ll be reading mostly for yourself at first, jot down the date, your question, the cards you pulled, and your interpretation. Check back periodically to see how accurate the reading was.

There’s nothing like success to bolster confidence. You may be surprised to discover how often you’re right on target. The best readings are those in which your intuition speaks through the cards.

Sometimes, a journal points out a flawed interpretation of just one or two cards in a given reading. In the summer of 1994, for example, a friend of ours, Eva, was in the process of separating from her husband. She asked us to do a reading on how the divorce would go.

We did the five-card Direction Spread for her (included in the section of five-card spreads) and in the fourth position—who or what will help—drew the king of swords. Eva had recently spoken to a male attorney about possible representation and we interpreted the king to be the attorney.

But several months down the road, it was obvious that the king was Eva’s husband. They had managed to work out mutually acceptable terms for the divorce and never needed an attorney. Her husband, in fact, didn’t want an attorney involved any more than she did and ended up buying a townhouse for her and their daughter. Eva now pays her mortgage directly to him.

Given the information we had to work with, our interpretation wasn’t wrong. The king of swords is typically a male over forty who communicates without emotion. He might be a businessman, a surgeon, a lawyer. He cuts to the heart of the matter. Eva’s husband is a successful businessman in his sixties who communicated in a straightforward manner about what he could live with in a divorce agreement. It simply seemed inconceivable to her at the time that her husband would be of any help at all.

After a certain point, the journal may become cumbersome or your entries too erratic to be of much help. So set the journal aside. There aren’t any rules. You don’t have to keep a journal to read tarot cards. It’s simply a tool and once you outgrow your use for it, don’t keep doing it because you feel you have to. Above all, tarot should be fun, thrilling, liberating, empowering.

Spreads

The spreads in this book can be used by beginners, pros, and everyone in between. If you’re just starting out, the shorter spreads are easiest. In fact, the best way to learn the definitions of the cards is to pull a card a day, jot the card and definition in your journal, and at the end of the day note how this energy manifested.

If you’ve reached the point where you’re reading for family and friends, you’ll want to practice with more complex spreads. We recommend the spreads with five to seven cards, which can be adapted for just about any question.

The Ladle Spread, for instance, packs a lot of information into just six cards. It provides an overview of the question, pinpoints what is hidden, what is emerging, what is visible, what you “scoop out,” or obtain; and explains the key element in the issue. You can lay out another six cards for additional information, for a total of twelve cards.

One of our clients wanted to know how his relationship with his current girlfriend was going to work out. The Ladle Spread told a rather accurate story.

The Lovers in the overview position made it clear he was going to have to make a choice about this relationship. The eight of cups appeared in the hidden position—that he would soon walk away from the relationship because for him, it was finished. The six of swords in the third position indicated that, mentally, he had already moved away from this relationship toward something else that was unknown, but less tumultuous.

In the fourth position, what is visible, he drew the ace of swords. This indicated that he had already met someone else who interested him. Sure enough, the queen of cups, an older nurturing woman, turned up in the fifth position. The last card was the ace of wands, indicating that he would shortly begin a new job.

He wanted additional information about the queen of cups, so he drew three more cards for the fifth position: the four of swords, the five of swords, and the three of wands. This suggested that the new woman was currently in a respite period, perhaps recuperating from surgery or illness, or simply reevaluating what she wanted out of her life. The five of swords made it likely that she had recently won some dispute and, because of it, would soon be working in partnership with other people (three of wands).

The young man said it was all true. The relationship with this new woman had already begun, he had applied for a new job, and now he was prepared to walk away from his old girlfriend. This was a reading in which it wasn’t necessary to draw supplementary cards for all six positions; the queen of cups was the woman about whom he wanted more information.

Most questions seem to fall into several broad categories: romance, work/career, finances, health, and spiritual matters. The spreads in this book address specifics within each of these categories.

A question about love, for instance, might be answered more thoroughly by the ten-card Ongoing Relationship Spread than by the traditional Celtic Cross. If you’re inquiring about your spiritual progress, the five-card Belief Spread is a good place to start.

When Is It Going to Happen?

The trickiest part of tarot has to do with timing. Unlike astrology and numerology, the tarot doesn’t lend itself to exact timing. This is actually one of the reasons we prefer tarot to other disciplines. We believe that the point of power is in the present and that the future is plastic and open-ended and can be changed in any moment.

Having said this, one of the questions we hear most from people is: When will a particular event happen? Everyone seems to want to know when. When will I meet the love of my life? When will that job promotion come through? When will I get out of debt, engaged, married, pregnant, divorced?

The best way to obtain a general time frame is to use one of the spreads that contains a built-in timing device. Some spreads that fall into this category are: six-card Timing, seven-card Pyramid, and seven-card Weekly. Before you begin the reading, state the time frame: X number of days, weeks, or months.

Other spreads have a timing factor built into them through a near-future position in the layout. In the Celtic Cross, this is the sixth position; you can decide before the reading what period of time it covers.

One quick method of answering the timing question is to pull cards until you reach an ace. Before you pull the cards, decide whether they represent days, weeks, months, or years. Then count the number of cards you turned over before you got to the ace.

The classic, but more cumbersome method, is to key the cards to the seasons of the year. This can be done in several ways. Our favorite is to remove the major arcana from the deck and to work with the court and pip cards. Pick one card from this deck of fifty-six. This becomes your timing card.

The key to this system is: wands = spring; cups = summer; pentacles = autumn; swords = winter. An ace then represents the first week of the season, a two is the second week of the season, and so on, through the queen as the thirteenth week of the season. Kings represent the transition from one season to the next.

Another timing method is to use the numbers on the cards as a timing device. With the major arcana, remove The Fool from the deck. The probable timing will run from one to twenty-two days, weeks, or months. With the pip cards you can go up to ten months; by adding the court cards, the time is extended to fourteen months. The meanings of the cards don’t come into play; only the numbers are important.

Future changes depend on the questioner’s beliefs, thoughts, feelings, choices, and decisions. When pressed for an exact date we’ll provide answers using one or more of the methods discussed in this section. But any timing prediction should be prefaced with an explanation that a time frame can be changed through intent and desire.

What If a Reading Doesn’t Make Sense?

It happens. The cards are in front of you, you know what they mean, but when you try to put them together they don’t make sense. The best thing you can do it simply pick up the cards and try another spread. If this doesn’t work, then try a spread using just the major arcana.

If the cards still seem confused, tell the person you’re reading for that the cards don’t seem to want to address that particular question or issue at the moment and suggest that you move on to something else. It’s a bad idea to tell the person you can’t read for them right now; the individual might interpret it to mean you have foreseen his or her imminent demise.

Should I Read Reversed Cards?

Reversed cards refer to cards that are upside down. Some readers feel the tarot is incomplete unless you read reversed cards, but you’ll find pros and cons on this point. Other readers think there are already enough negative cards to deal with, so why add seventy-eight more? Ultimately, you’ll have to decide for yourself if you should read them reversed.

At first, though, for the sake of simplicity, it’s probably a good idea to stick to the upright meanings for the deck. After all, it’s much easier to learn seventy-eight definitions than a hundred and fifty-six definitions.

We tend to read reversed cards only if they fall out of the deck that way, which is why you won’t find the meanings for reversed positions in this book. The only other instance in which we use reversed cards is to answer yes/no questions.

Quite often an individual will want a simple yay or nay about something. We then shuffle a deck so there are reversed cards and deal out five. If the majority are upright, the answer is yes; vice versa would mean a resounding no.

If you use one of the round decks—Motherpeace or Tarot of the Cloisters—reversed meanings become something of a moot issue. With round decks, there are no definite ups or downs to the cards.

Deck Care and Preparation Rituals

When you first get your tarot deck, you should shuffle and mix the cards until you feel they’re ready to use. The idea is to infuse them with your particular energy to create a special link between you and the deck. Some readers suggest you sleep with the new deck under your pillow, but frankly, it isn’t necessary unless you feel that it is.

The traditional method calls for wrapping your decks in cloth and keeping them in cloth bags or wooden boxes. Silk is the favored wrap, although any fabric that appeals to you can be used. Bags are usually velvet or satin, decorated with embroidery or hand painted. You can store your decks in wooden boxes, decorated tin containers, or the packages they came in.

But really, there aren’t any rules. Do what feels right to you. One of us keeps to the ritual, the cards neatly stored in bags and boxes and stashed in an accessible place. The other has decks all over the house, most of them held together by just a rubber band.

If you’re a collector of tarot cards, it’s important to keep the original packaging because the value of any deck decreases when the box or booklet is missing.

Preparation rituals, like most things connected with tarot, are a personal matter. We do little more than clear our minds, take a deep breath, and focus on the question and whoever we’re reading for. You may prefer to light a candle or a stick of incense, do a short meditation, or offer a prayer before you begin.

Clearing Your Tarot Deck

When you’re doing one reading after another, the cards often seem to lose their zip, so it’s a good idea to clear or cleanse the deck from time to time. The classic way to clear a deck is to put the cards in order. In new decks, the cards are in a particular sequence that begins with the majors in numerical order, followed by each suit arranged from ace to king. After restoring the cards to their original order, shuffle the deck thoroughly, as you would a brand-new deck.

We occasionally use quartz crystals to clear our decks. Place a crystal on top of the deck in between readings to absorb whatever vibrations may remain from the prior reading. Crystals used for this purpose should be cleansed periodically in a mixture of sea salt and warm water, then dried and placed outside or on a windowsill where they can he recharged by the sun’s rays.

You may purify your decks and crystals by “smudging” them, Native American style, in the smoke of sage or cedar. If smudge sticks are not available, burn some dried herbs like rosemary or sage in a fireproof dish. Pass the deck of cards or the crystal through the smoke several times.

If you don’t want to be bothered with any of this, just use a different deck.

How Does Tarot Compare to Other Divination Tools?

Recently, a person we read for remarked that he was happy with his reading and pleased that his life was on such a positive track, but was this stuff really true? Was it really going to happen?

Any divination tool—astrology, the I Ching, runes, medicine cards, sticks and bones—is best used with the understanding that nothing is inscribed in stone. Your free will endows you with the power to write the scripts that you live, to change what you don’t like, and to create more of what you do like. You set the course of your life—not the tool, not the reader, not destiny.

When the cards are drawn or the runes are tossed, you have a picture of how your life exists in that moment and how it is most likely to evolve based on your present patterns of belief. When you change those beliefs, the pattern changes, and you end up with different cards, different runes, different hexagrams.

In this way, tarot and other divination systems are a way to track what is going on inside yourself or the person for whom you’re reading. The beauty of the tarot, however, and its major difference from other divination systems, is that its language is visual. The artwork on a deck speaks directly to that part of us that lives and breathes in an archetypal world. Tarot is the internal made manifest.
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How Tarot Works



Archetypes and Synchronicity

The twenty-two cards of the major arcana constitute a world as exotic and complex as any foreign culture you will ever encounter. And yet, once you understand that the majors depict archetypes that are common to each of us, they don’t seem quite as strange.

Archetypes breathe within the collective unconscious of the human race. They are found in mythology, folklore, fairy tales, legends, hallucinations, fantasies, and dreams. They connect us despite vast differences in language, culture, religious and political beliefs.

An example of an archetype would be the wise old man or woman in a dream who offers advice or guidance. In tarot, the wise old man is the Hermit, who goes within for his answers, and his female equivalent is the High Priestess.

The Swiss psychologist Carl Jung believed that archetypes often manifest through startling coincidences, which he called synchronicities. In his brilliant preface to the Richard Wilhelm addition to the I Ching, Jung wrote, “. . . synchronicity takes the coincidence of events in space and time as meaning something more than mere chance, namely a peculiar interdependence of objective events among themselves as well as with the subjective (psychic) states of the observer or observers.”

Jung was referring specifically to the fall of the yarrow sticks or coins in the I Ching. But the principle of synchronicity lies at the heart of any divination system. For when you toss the coins or lay out the cards, they form a pattern intrinsic to that moment. The pattern, as Jung points out, is meaningful only if you’re able to read and verify the interpretation through your knowledge of the subjective and objective situations, as well as the unfolding of subsequent events.

An example of such a synchronicity happened when a neighbor asked us to pull some cards on whether she was pregnant. She felt that she might be, but thought it could be wishful thinking. We did several spreads, but none of the traditional pregnancy cards showed up (Empress, ace of cups, page of cups, ace of wands).

Her five-year-old son was in the room with us and asked if he could draw a card. We fanned the deck facedown on the table and he plucked out the Empress.

Sure enough, a week later the pregnancy was verified by the woman’s doctor. This is synchronicity in action. For that single moment when her son picked his card, the Empress was the one in seventy-eight that could give her the definitive answer she asked for and her son chose it.

Most of us experience synchronicities, but tend to shrug them off as meaningless until we understand their importance in the overall scheme of things. But if, as physicist David Bohm suggests, all things are connected at the quantum level, then we’d better pay attention to these apparent coincidences. They alert us to certain patterns that are operating in our lives.

A striking example of synchronicity happened to a friend of ours who is a writer. She has an affinity for tree frogs, considers them lucky, and whenever one hops into her house she is sure she will hear good news shortly.

But one afternoon she found a small frog caught in the edge of a screen door. When she opened the door to free it, she saw that its rear leg was broken. She felt the key word was “broken,” that she would shortly hear that some tie in her life had been broken. The next morning, her agent told her that her publisher had passed on a recent submission.

Coincidence?

There’s no such word in tarot.

Fortunetelling, Forecasting, or Divination?

The primary difference among these three is semantics.

They are basically one and the same: you draw cards, interpret them, and make predictions based on the patterns you see.

The word “fortunetelling” has a bad rep, thanks in part to the media’s depiction of card readers as your standard New Age weirdos. Somehow, the word “divination” has loftier connotations, probably because of its derivation from the word “divine.” The term “forecasting,” however, is the most respectable of the three. Forecasters, after all, are the people who tell us where a hurricane might hit, what stocks will be hot, what future trends will be.

The truth is that regardless of which term you prefer, we’re all curious about what tomorrow may bring. The tarot itself may not give you names or dates. But like weather forecasters, the tarot alerts you to the patterns in the past that have influenced patterns in the present, and it pinpoints patterns which may be operating in the future.

Suppose the key card in a particular reading is the Fool. All of us have experienced his wild enthusiasm, those magical moments when we leap into something with such unbridled glee that we don’t worry about the consequences. The Fool is what Abraham Maslow, the father of humanistic psychology, might refer to as a peak moment, a brief but intense euphoria that rises from the knowledge that we are all connected to something larger and more vast than we had supposed. The Fool is evidence of David Bohm’s implicate order. He is the three little pigs on their way out into the world. He is Pocahontas when she sings about the color of the wind. He is us when we were eighteen and believed we owned the world. He is us at thirty-five or fifty or seventy, empowered by his eagerness to embrace the next phase of the journey, whatever it will be.

As a key card in a spread, the Fool says you’re about to embark on a magnificent journey in which time literally has no meaning at all. It can be a physical or a metaphorical journey; it might be a love affair. It might be as simple as glimpsing a splendid rainbow in the sky some evening and being so filled with wonder that the emotion spills over into the rest of your life. The Fool is archetypal, his history is as old as man.


Snapshots and Stones


The definitions of the majors are easy to remember; think of them as snapshots of our individual and collective journey. The trick is to piece them together into a story, to find the thread that connects them.

It’s not enough to tell someone that he or she is about to go through some heavy changes. You have to be able to tell the person something about those changes and how they will impact his or her life.

This is where the majors are extremely helpful. A single major, as in the example of our neighbor’s son, provides an intimate, piercing glimpse of someone else’s life. It might take several spreads of minors to glean the same information.

And yet, without minor arcana cards, all we had was this single piercing glimpse of the truth: our neighbor was definitely pregnant. Several minor arcana cards might have told us whether the pregnancy was going to be easy or difficult; how it might affect the structure of her family; even whether she would have the same obstetrician for the entire pregnancy.

The majors and minors work together, as a democratic whole. It’s through this cooperative spirit that they tap David Bohm’s implicate order and enable the reader to interpret the pattern and tell a story.

Self-knowledge

Integral to your work with the tarot is the quest for self-knowledge, which empowers you.

To learn the cards, you have to read first for yourself. When you do that often enough, you begin to notice that certain cards keep coming up. These are the patterns that are probably prevalent in your life at that moment.

Let’s suppose the three cards that appear most frequently over a period of several days or weeks are the eight of cups, the Hierophant, and the ten of swords. The first card talks about walking away from something that is finished. It is a conscious decision to turn away from a person or a situation that no longer satisfies your needs.

The second card addresses established organizations or structures: religion, family, court, hospital, corporation, anything that exists within strictly defined parameters. The third card also concerns endings, but in this instance it seems to be thrust upon you from an external source. It spells the end of a cycle.

But how do you put this together? What is the pattern depicted by these three cards? One possible interpretation might be that you keep encountering challenges with mainstream belief systems. You want to walk away from your church or your marriage or the company you work for, but you can’t seem to muster the courage to do so on your own. So circumstances take care of it for you: your religious beliefs prove to be flawed, your spouse walks out, you’re fired from your job. This doesn’t happen just once, it happens repeatedly. The situations may vary, but the pattern is the same.
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