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Introduction

Reading Tarot cards is an ancient art. For centuries Tarot cards have been used as a way to interpret the self and predict the future. And you, too, can learn to read these mystical cards with just a bit of practice and some background knowledge. How to Read Tarot will show you how to interpret and understand the meaning behind Tarot cards. You’ll find everything from explanations of each card in the deck to how to use the Tarot for personal and spiritual growth. Above all, you’ll learn how to use the Tarot to discover your authentic self.

Your interpretation skills will grow with practice, so this guide provides you with information on over a dozen Tarot card “spreads”—groupings of cards—that you can use in a variety of ways to answer your questions. The more readings you do, the better you will become at sensing what the Tarot cards are trying to tell you.

As you become more familiar with the Tarot you’ll find it easier to understand the cards and to detect patterns in them. The more you study and practice the Tarot, the deeper your understanding becomes and the more the cards will resonate to your inner life as well as to events in your outer life.

Now let’s begin our journey through the wondrous and powerful wisdom of the Tarot.





Part 1

The Basics of Tarot





Chapter 1

An Introduction to Tarot

For centuries, the Tarot has been used to see into the future and to gain advice on practical matters, such as a job, a marriage, or economic issues. Even today, these are perhaps its most common uses. But the Tarot can also serve as a tool to deepen your understanding of yourself, to enrich your relationships with other people, and to strengthen your connection with your Higher Self. Before you can begin your journey into reading Tarot cards it is important to know the history of the Tarot and also the practical matters of handling and caring for the special cards that you will use to stimulate your intuition and uncover the answers to the questions you have been pondering.

History of the Tarot

Many theories abound about the Tarot’s beginnings. One is that the great library of Alexandria in Egypt, whose female librarian Hypatia was world-renowned for her wisdom and learning, housed scrolls containing all the knowledge of the ancient world. Among these scrolls was the legendary Book of Thoth, derived from the mystery schools of ancient Egypt. The allegorical illustrations on Tarot cards are said to contain these secret teachings, which in the Major Arcana represent a course in personal and spiritual development. The Minor Arcana, which was added to the Tarot at a later date, may have derived from an Italian card game known as “tarrochi.” Our present-day poker decks closely resemble the Minor Arcana of the Tarot.

The oldest surviving Tarot cards are from fifteen incomplete decks painted in the fifteenth century for the Visconti-Sforza family. These incomplete sets are referred to collectively as the Visconti-Sforza Tarot. No complete deck has survived, some sets have a few face cards, and some consist of only one card. The decks were all commissioned by the Duke of Milan, Filippo Visconti, and then later his son-in-law and successor Francesco Sforza.


Tarot images are inextricably linked to ancient beliefs, mythologies, and religious systems such as the Hebrew Kabbalah. The cards’ numerological associations have been tied to the Greek mathematician Pythagoras, who taught that letters and numbers contain divine essence and extraordinary powers unrealized by the uninitiated.

Gypsies may have carried the cards to Europe. (The term “gypsy” is considered to be a corrupt form of the word “Egyptian.”) The Catholic Church, however, believed the Tarot was “the devil’s picture book,” and the cards were quickly condemned as heretical. To possess them was dangerous. Thus, during the Middle Ages, the Tarot went underground, along with astrology and many other forms of occult knowledge. (“Occult” simply means “hidden.”) Yet, despite persecution, the ancient knowledge contained in the Tarot continued to be passed down in secret, until interest in the cards surfaced again during the Renaissance.

Though we may never know their true history, we can still use Tarot cards to advise and guide us, to show us what lies ahead in the future, and to help us gain access to our inner knowing and the Divine. The amazing insights contained in the Tarot and the deck’s inherent flexibility make it just as relevant to contemporary Westerners as it was to the ancients.

Early Tarot Decks

No one knows exactly where or when the Tarot deck originated. Evidence suggests that seventy-eight-card Tarot decks, much like the ones we’re familiar with today, may have been used in Italy and France during the Renaissance for telling fortunes. During this period, the nobility in Milan used the Tarot for gaming and gambling.

It’s believed that the first Tarot decks contained only the Major Arcana; the Minor Arcana were added later. Early packs portrayed people solely on the Major Arcana and Court cards. The numbered or pip cards showed only the suit’s symbol—Cups, Swords, Wands, or Pentacles—in the corresponding quantity (One through Ten). Some decks didn’t even include labels on the Major Arcana cards—perhaps because novices were discouraged from doing readings and adepts would recognize the symbolism without needing labels.

There are twenty-two cards in the Major Arcana. In the ancient study of numerology, twenty-two is considered a master number that resonates on the higher planes as well as the physical one. An extremely powerful number, twenty-two represents the master builder who can harness cosmic forces and use them to shape the world. The number of transformation, twenty-two also serves as a bridge between the earthly realm and the spiritual one.


Storytelling Decks

Storytelling images were added to the basic symbolism of the Minor Arcana cards in the first part of the twentieth century. Many of the most popular decks today, including the Waite deck and the Thoth Tarot, developed during this period. Instead of merely showing the appropriate number of symbols (Cups, Swords, Wands, or Pentacles) on the numbered cards, these decks portrayed activities or scenarios that described, through the language of pictures, the cards’ meanings. People were depicted in relationship to the number of objects representing the suit.

These images made it easier to understand the meanings of the individual cards. For example, the vivid illustration on the Three of Swords—three swords stuck through a large red heart—certainly does convey a strong sense of heartache and suffering. However, some experts say the pip cards were illustrated as a memory aid rather than as an attempt to interpret the cards in a specific way.

One problem with specific illustrations, though, is that they may cause confusion. In some cases, an illustration may seem contradictory both to the meaning of the suit involved and to the number being represented. The graphic portrayals may also limit individual interpretation and free association. Not everyone interprets the cards in exactly the same way, of course, and the meanings can vary depending on the question asked. It’s usually best to trust your own intuitive responses and to use the images on the cards as guides or prompts rather than as rigid definitions.

The Rider-Waite Deck

Since its introduction in 1909, the Rider-Waite deck (which is also sometimes called the Waite deck) has been one of the most influential and popular Tarot decks. The deck was illustrated by Pamela Colman Smith, a theatrical designer, artist, writer, and member of the occult Order of the Golden Dawn. The deck expresses Smith’s knowledge of magick (spelled with a k to distinguish it from stage illusion and magic tricks) and mysticism. Guided by Arthur Edward Waite, she produced a series of seventy-eight allegorical paintings that included storytelling images on the Minor Arcana as well as the Major Arcana cards. Unfortunately, the innovative deck, which broke away from the standard Tarot designs that had been used for centuries, bears the names of Waite and sometimes that of its publisher, William Rider and Son, instead of Smith’s.

More than six million Waite Tarot decks are now in print. Smith’s original images have spawned numerous variations over the years, including the popular Universal Waite deck, brightly recolored by Mary Hanson-Roberts. Today you can buy miniature versions, oversized versions, and even glow-in-the-dark versions of the Waite deck. This classic deck is widely used to illustrate books about the Tarot, including this one, and as a teaching tool for beginning diviners.

Some Tarot packs are designed especially for beginners. These decks provide keywords or written information along with images, symbols, and numbers to help novices learn the meanings of the individual cards. The Beginner’s Tarot by Samantha Lynn, for example, is illustrated with simple line drawings that show the suit symbols, numbers, and a few words of explanation—such as “joy” and “pleasure.” The Quick & Easy Tarot deck includes brief divinatory and reversed interpretations printed on each card, along with images from the Universal Waite deck.


The Crowley Thoth Deck

Another innovative and influential Tarot deck emerged during the early part of the twentieth century, birthed by a collaboration between the notorious British occultist Aleister Crowley and Lady Frieda Harris. Known as the Crowley Thoth deck, it features dramatic artwork, vivid colors, and striking imagery. The deck contains many Kabbalistic, magickal, and astrological symbols, as described in the Book of Thoth, which Crowley authored—hence the name of the deck. Like the Waite deck, the Thoth deck has been reproduced in different variations and translated into numerous languages.

Variations in Terminology and Numbering

If you examine several different Tarot decks, you’ll probably notice that they don’t all use the same terminology. For instance, Wands may be called Rods or Staves in some decks. Cups are sometimes named Chalices, and Pentacles might appear as Coins or Discs.

In the view of alchemists and mystics, the symbols preserved and presented in the Tarot spring from the anima mundi, or soul of the world, a vast repository of knowledge, like a cosmic library, filled with all the memories and wisdom of the entire human race, past, present, and future. Sometimes called the Akashic Records, this source of knowledge could be accessed by anyone willing to make the effort to develop this psychic link to the source.


Figures in the Major Arcana often go by various names, too. The Hierophant, High Priest, Pope, and Jupiter are all names for trump five. In his Thoth Tarot, Crowley switched the names and the order of some Major Arcana cards. Instead of Strength, he gave us a card called Lust. The familiar Temperance card became Art in Crowley’s deck, and Judgment was replaced with Aeon. The designers of some new decks take great liberties, renaming many of the cards and ordering them to suit their own purposes.

Some decks rearrange the numerical order of the cards. Strength and Justice (trumps eight and eleven), for example, are sometimes reversed. These unique approaches show the inherent flexibility that exists within the structure of the Tarot, which like any esoteric system of knowledge is enriched by diversity.

Choosing a Tarot Deck

Whether you choose a standard deck, such as the Waite deck, a more modern deck, or one reproduced from a Renaissance pack, the decision is strictly up to you. So many wonderful and diverse decks exist these days, with new ones being introduced regularly, that the hardest part might be making up your mind!

Finding the Right Deck

Much will depend on whether or not you are primarily a visual person. The symbolism of the Major Arcana is pretty much the same in all decks, even if it is depicted through different themes (e.g., Celtic, Native American, Japanese, etc.). For some people, the pictures on the Minor Arcana serve as memory aids to the cards’ meanings. Other readers prefer to dispense with storytelling scenarios on the Minor Arcana and are more comfortable with a simpler deck. In some decks it’s difficult to tell immediately if a pip card is upright or reversed; in others it’s obvious. Look at a number of decks and if one strikes your eye, try it out. Many stores keep sample packs available for you to examine and test before you buy.

If after using a deck for a while you do not feel entirely comfortable with it and its symbols, get another deck. Feeling an affinity for the deck you are using is essential. You need a deck that will resonate with your own inner symbology, and that is compatible with your own belief system. Therefore, if the symbols make you anxious or uncertain, you have chosen the wrong deck. If you like the imagery—possibly crystals, animals, angels, herbs and flowers, or some abstract configuration—and if it seems to suit your personal point of view and you feel good using it, then you have found a good deck.

When choosing a deck, bear in mind that in some decks the Minor Arcana cards are not to be taken at face value (when illustrated). There is no historical precedent for illustrating the pip cards; they are not derived from any ancient mystical tradition so far as historians can ascertain. Whether or not you choose a deck with storytelling images on these cards, interpret them first according to their suit and numerical divinatory meanings.


Using More Than One Deck

Many people like to have two or more decks, sometimes for different purposes. You might decide to keep one deck for your own spiritual development and use another deck for readings. These can be identical or of two different designs. If you read for other people, you’ll probably want to have one deck for yourself and another for others to use.

If a deck in your possession does not seem right to you, lay it aside for a time. You can go back to it later on. During the interim, you may have changed, your intuition may have reached a different level, and the deck may work. If it still doesn’t feel right, give it away or discard it.


Become thoroughly familiar with one deck first, using it until you understand the symbolism and can remember the meanings of the cards. Mastery of a single deck will make mastery of secondary or additional decks much simpler.

The deck you begin with might not be the one you continue using forever. Many Tarot enthusiasts collect decks and may be proud of their libraries, but most have a favorite that they turn to whenever they want advice.

Handling Your Deck

Handle your Tarot deck with utmost care and respect. Treat it as you would any precious possession of great value. Never leave it lying about unattended. Always return it to its special place immediately after you have finished using it for practice, meditation, or a reading.

It is important to clear the vibrations from your deck each time you use it, especially if another person handles the cards. However, if you use a totally separate deck only for your own spiritual practice it is not necessary to clear out your own vibrations. In fact, you want the deck to be impregnated with your personal energy. But, if you do readings with that same deck even if only for yourself, you should clear it after each reading so that no residue remains that might affect the next reading.

Blessing and Purifying the Cards

It is a good idea to bless your deck each time before you use it. When you get a new deck, you may want to have a short blessing ceremony before you use it for the first time. This need not be complicated. If you already use blessing rituals as part of your usual activities, that will be sufficient. If you do not already have blessing rituals, simply place the cards in front of you, hold your hands palms down over them, and say, silently or out loud, “I call upon the divine powers to bless and protect these cards, for my intention is to use them for good only. I declare that only good shall come from their use and that all negativity shall be turned away from them.”

There are many methods of clearing, or purification. The following methods are based on the four elements: Fire, Earth, Air, and Water.


	
Fire: To clear with fire, you can place your deck of cards in bright sunlight for an hour or more. Or you can light a candle and set it in a candleholder on the table (or the floor—wherever you usually work with your cards). Lay your cards near the candle and allow it to burn beside them (being careful, of course, to watch over the process) while you silently invoke the Spirit of Fire, asking it to remove the old vibrations. Do not use the candle for any other purpose. If possible, put it in a glass receptacle that will enclose it entirely. When you finish clearing your cards, thank the Fire Spirit for its help.

	
Earth: To clear with earth, use salt—preferably coarse sea salt (available in health food stores). For a salt-clearing, put your unwrapped deck into a small bowl and lay a sheet of clean white paper over it to avoid getting salt on the cards themselves. Make sure the cards are completely covered. Then, while silently invoking the Spirit of Earth, pour a layer of salt over the cards—on top of the paper—and leave it for at least twenty minutes. Afterward, pick up the paper with the salt on it and dissolve the salt in water. Pour the salt water down the sink drain (not the toilet) and run clear water after it. Give thanks to the Earth Spirit.

	
Air: To clear with air, you can follow the Native American tradition of using smoke, called smudging. Smudging consists simply of lighting a bunch of herbs and wafting the smoke over or in what is to be cleared. Although different herbs are used for different purposes, sage is the most common. To smudge your deck, simply put a few sage leaves (or a heaping tablespoon of the ground herb) into a fireproof dish or vessel and set fire to it. When the smoke begins to form, hold the deck in the wafting smoke while you invoke the Spirit of Air. Do this for a few minutes until the smoke begins to dissipate. The beauty of the smudging technique is that not only do you clear your deck, you clear yourself and your room as well. Thank the Spirit of Air.

	
Water: Clearly you cannot soak your deck of cards in water, but you can create a water atmosphere with a mister. Simply fill the mister with pure water (distilled or from a spring), invoke the Spirit of Water, ask it to cleanse and renew your cards, and then spray-mist the air above and around you. Misting produces negative ions that literally change the energy in a room. When misting, use the finest spray you can, sending light puffs of mist into the air above your cards. Be careful not to get them wet. Give thanks to the Spirit of Water.



Shuffling the Deck

Most Tarot decks are larger than a deck of ordinary playing cards. A new deck will be stiff and usually slick because the cards are treated with a protective lacquer-type coating. You will need to break in a new deck just as you must break in a new pair of shoes. Ruffle the cards at the edges a few times to give them flexibility. In time, as you handle the cards, they will become softer and easier to use.

When doing readings for other people, you can let them decide how they will handle the cards. Some people are shy, reluctant, or unsure. You can tell these people to simply hold the entire deck in both hands while they formulate clearly in their minds what they want the reading to achieve for them. Then you do the shuffling.


How you shuffle the cards is up to you. Shuffling, cutting, and handling the cards puts your individual vibrations onto them, so they can absorb your energy and respond to your concerns. Perhaps you’ve seen psychics read a person’s life from a piece of jewelry or other personal object; the principle is similar. Most Tarot readers have a special method or ritual that allows them to connect with the cards, whether they are reading for themselves or for others. In time, you’ll probably develop your own. Whether you cut, tap, or blow on the cards, the object is to establish a link between yourself and the oracle.

Oversized decks are difficult to shuffle overhand, as you might an ordinary playing deck (the way a professional card dealer shuffles). You may prefer to hold the pack in one hand and with the other slide out small sections and reposition them, doing this several times until you feel the cards are well mixed. Some people spread the cards out and stir them around with both hands. A third possibility is to cut the cards into several stacks, restack them, cut into more stacks, restack, and so on until you feel right about the amount of mixing you have done.

Whether you allow anyone else to shuffle or touch your deck is a matter for you to decide. Some card readers ask the person for whom the reading is being done to handle the cards (whether they simply hold them, shuffle them, cut them, or mix them in another manner) to put their personal vibrations on the cards. But other readers adamantly refuse to allow anyone else to shuffle (or handle) their decks. If you decide to allow others to handle your deck, use one of the methods given previously for purifying the deck in between users.

Before you handle your deck, be sure to wash your hands thoroughly in warm water, preferably with a sweet-smelling, pure soap. Soap made from glycerine or vegetable oils is the best because it contains no animal products. Dry your hands on a soft towel and lightly apply some neutral greaseless lotion to them. Treat your hands with care and respect, for they are the physical conduit through which your vibrations flow into the cards.

Storing Your Cards

Most readers also have methods and rituals for storing their Tarot decks. Many wrap their decks in silk, for silk is believed to possess special protective qualities that prevent the cards from becoming tainted by ambient energetic vibrations. You can use a silk scarf that has special meaning to you. Some people like to find a silk remnant from an older tradition, perhaps from an antique tapestry or a piece of cherished clothing such as a grandmother’s wedding gown. You can simply fold your deck into the piece of cloth or make a pouch, either like an envelope or one with a drawstring.

Some Tarot enthusiasts insist that the cards should be kept in a pine box (as well as wrapped in silk) to keep bad vibrations from contaminating them. Care for your cards as you would any treasure or valued tool, but there’s no need to get caught up in any rigid superstition about them.


Some companies make beautiful velvet, satin, and tapestry pouches—with zippers or drawstrings—specially designed to hold Tarot cards. You could also store your deck in an attractive wooden box. Whatever you choose to store your cards in, keep your cards in a special, private place—you’ll always know where they are when you want them and you can be sure they won’t fall into the wrong hands.





Chapter 2

Learning to Interpret the Tarot

To learn how to read Tarot cards you must first familiarize yourself with your cards. As you study your cards, bear in mind that they have been derived from multiple cultures, and that behind them stands a mystery. Each person’s reaction to the cards is as unique as a fingerprint. However, at first it is best to learn the standard interpretations. You can take off from there once you have studied and practiced with the cards. Learning to read the Tarot is like learning to play a musical instrument. It takes time, and the more effort you invest, the more proficient you will become.

Exploring the Tarot

A typical Tarot deck consists of seventy-eight cards. Of these, the first twenty-two are identified as the Major Arcana. The fifty-six remaining cards are called the Minor Arcana, presumably because they contain information that is of a less important or mystical nature. Because the Tarot can be viewed and understood as a body of wisdom and guidance, it is sometimes thought of as a book—or more accurately, as two books—of knowledge.

The Major Arcana

These arcana (which means “mysteries” or “secrets”) represent the mysteries or secrets of the universe that reflect universal law. As such, they are the most complex cards in the deck and require more diligence to understand. Each of the Major Arcana cards, which are also called trump cards, is illustrated with specific symbols or scenarios, which are basically the same in all decks, even though they may differ thematically according to the philosophy of the designer. Each of the Major Arcana cards has a title, such as The Magician, The Empress, The Lovers, The Moon, The Tower, and so forth. They are numbered from zero—The Fool—to twenty-one—The World.

As seems to be the case in most schools of thought, particularly those that have been around for a while, there is disagreement about many aspects of the Major Arcana. Some scholars and authors focus primarily on the numerical order of the cards (zero to twenty-one) contending that they form a system through which the development of an individual’s life can be traced. Some interpreters have interjected psychological meanings into the Major Arcana, while others have viewed them as a representative of spiritual development and growth.
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