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Introduction

Fairy Tales and the Odyssey of the Human Soul

Welcome to the Inner Child Cards Workbook. It has been a long-held dream of mine to offer an intensive book and study guide on the mystical properties of fairy tales and tarot. I have found that once people comprehend the true meaning of fairy-tale symbolism, they are able to unlock a very special treasure that has been with them since childhood and strengthen the relationship they have with their inner life. Many people attending my classes on the use of Inner Child Cards: A Fairy-Tale Tarot over the past nine years have encouraged me to write a companion book, one that would serve as a workbook and guide to help them explore the material in that book further. This current effort is the culmination of ten years of study and research.

The Inner Child Cards Workbook is designed to educate and inform as well as to serve as an interactive resource book with Inner Child Cards. It also stands very well on its own—those who do not own Inner Child Cards may use it as a stepping stone toward a greater awareness of fairy tales, the tarot, and alchemy. Those who own Inner Child Cards may use it as an additional reference for their work with the cards, as well as to enhance their understanding of tarot and fairy tales. I have woven new material on the archetypal meaning of fairy tales into a workbook format, offering the individual a deeply mystical and profoundly therapeutic journey through fairy-tale symbolism. The Inner Child Cards Workbook offers new card layouts, teaches new divination methods, and offers a series of personal growth exercises that correspond to each Major Arcana card, including visualizations, affirmations, questions, and suggested ways one can actualize the fairy-tale teachings in one’s life.

In 1990, while in the midst of writing Inner Child Cards: A Fairy-Tale Tarot, I found myself cleaning the attic of my childhood home after my mother had passed away. In an old box of saved treasures, I discovered a book entitled The Very Tall Book of Fairy Tales. As a child, I had loved this book that my great-aunt had sent to me from England, and I had marked the tales that were my favorites with a check mark. Later in life, I had experienced the healing effect of researching and gaining new understanding about the deeper meaning of those tales that had touched my heart and soul as a child.

That same box contained a story I had written at the age of seven called “Buffy the Blind Man’s Dog,” which clearly identified patterns I was living out and seeking to understand at the time. In the first chapter, the blind man’s dog gets killed by a reckless driver. The saga explores the issues of survival, truth, and healing. I was very moved to find this story and, in the revisiting of it, was able to gain a tremendous amount of compassion for my own healing journey. The experience taught me the power of first writing one’s own story and then looking back upon that story with a measure of detachment, as if it were a fairy tale.

My lectures and workshops on Inner Child Cards have led me to conclude that many people are now ready to grasp the deeper meaning of “childhood stories”—whether their own or others—and to glean from them their true mystical teachings. Of the various aspects of our collective memory and childhood imprint, the fairy tale has widely served to open the door to a vast world of imagination and dream. Identifying the stories that were important to us as children helps us to highlight the resonant themes in our own lives and also gives us strength. We are reminded that the quest for individuation is a universal matter, and that we all encounter certain difficult challenges and stages of initiation. In an archetypal way, fairy tales lay bare the vast territory of the soul. Our quest for a full human existence requires that we embrace and integrate all aspects of human development into our daily lives, even those involving suffering, abandonment, and fear. If we listen with our hearts and are receptive to the magic of the story, we come face to face with the beautiful essence of our own life’s journey.

My life has been transformed through the process of delving deeply into the mystical meaning of fairy tales. As I’ve applied the insights gleaned in this way to my own circumstances and life passages, I have found the pathway to my destiny cleared. Looking deeply into my own suffering and fear, I, like many fairy-tale protagonists, have pushed forward into the unknown, entered the depths of my own soul’s journey, and found solace in the stages of progress toward maturation and truth.

For example, as you will see in the Workbook, the story of “Little Red Cap” is a mystical exploration of the process of individuation and increasing freedom. Little Red Riding Hood is one of the few main fairy-tale characters endowed with a loving mother who cares for her and watches over her. Her proverbial red cap is a symbol of her innate wish to be enlightened and awakened to the greater wisdom of the world. She must meet the wolf—symbolizing the shadow of her past, her fears, and her dark side—and undergo the initiation he brings to her as he attempts to fool her and devour her unformed wisdom. This is the part of herself that must be found and brought to consciousness.

Little Red Cap journeys to grandmother’s house, the ancestral cottage of transformation, where she learns about the deceptive side of life—the wolf dressed as grandmother. She is eventually graced with enlightenment and rebirth when the woodsman cuts open the belly of the wolf and sets her free. Ultimately, she is awakened to a new level of being as she learns to outsmart the Big Bad Wolf and meet the many challenges life has set before her.

In some essential way, we are all Little Red Cap and her story is our story. So, if what you’re looking for is a better understanding of yourself and your story—in the context of fairy-tale mysticism and universality—then you’ve come to the right place. What follows is your story, told in magical, poetic, epic terms with a grand cast of characters, all of which are different aspects of you!

The first three chapters of the Inner Child Cards Workbook contain a distillation of many years of lecture, class, and workshop material. People’s questions and observations about fairy tales, mythology, mysticism, and tarot—which have been shared with me during my travels and public sharings—are incorporated into the manuscript. I have pieced together a fabric of these questions and intuitive inquiries with years of my own research and hands-on encounters with Inner Child Cards in order to create a mythical journey for the soul.

The fourth and fifth chapters offer a look at the tarot and its connection to fairy-tale mysticism and the power of numbers. I feel it is important for the student of tarot and Inner Child Cards to understand the significance of numbers in tarot and stories. They serve as symbolic codes and messages throughout stories just as the number on a tarot card offers information about the deeper meaning of the card. Chapter Six is devoted to offering new and exciting ways to use the Inner Child Cards, including past-life regression, dreamwork, and even a card game. Chapter Seven offers several new layouts for readings of Inner Child Cards, including The Dynamic Star layout and The Yellow Brick Road layout.

The remaining two chapters offer individual descriptions of each Inner Child Card—including questions, affirmations, and quotations. This information complements that given in the book that accompanies the Inner Child Cards. Both books are designed to be an asset for the layperson who is eager to learn how to interpret the cards with confidence and ease. Whether an individual prefers to choose one card as a message for the soul or lay out a complete spread, the intention of this book is to deepen one’s experience with tarot, fairy tales, and symbolic therapy work.

It is my greatest pleasure to share the mystical language of fairy-tale lore and tarot with the world. My wish to create this book has been granted, with the support and guidance of Inner Traditions • Bear and Company. I hope it will inspire and ignite the creative forces of love and wisdom for each person who opens its pages. Love Heals All.
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Chapter 1

The Feminine in Fairy Tales

Over time, we have seen the feminine instinctive nature looted, driven back, and overbuilt. For long periods it has been mismanaged like the wildlife and the wildlands. For several thousand years, as soon and as often as we turn our backs, it is relegated to the poorest land in the psyche. The spiritual lands of Wild Woman have, throughout history, been plundered or burnt, dens bulldozed, and natural cycles forced into unnatural rhythms to please others.

—Clarissa Pinkola Estes,

Women Who Run with the Wolves

Many feminists—along with conscientious mothers and fathers who came of age during the 1960s and 1970s—have expressed serious reservations about the sex-role content of fairy tales. Some have even found them wholly unsuitable for their children due to characters like the evil witch who eats little children. Indeed, these characters, if misunderstood, will conjure up negative images and projections. I wrestled with this problem myself.

My three daughters are the most precious jewels I have uncovered in this lifetime. I want nothing more than for each of them to be free of self-negating thoughts about their bodies, intelligence, and self-worth. When my first two daughters were very young, I felt a need to protect them from the frightening images of the enchantress found in fairy tales, for I wanted them to think of witches as good. On the other end of the spectrum, I shied away from characters like Cinderella and Snow White, which seemed to perpetuate the cult of romantic idealism and feminine passivity into which I had been indoctrinated as a child. I wanted to protect my girls from the heart-breaking process of first building up romantic illusions and then having them shattered. I wanted them to be strong and self-reliant. Clearly, I wasn’t happy with fairy tales, but, at the same time, I loved them and wanted to know more about them.

I first encountered the idea that a fairy tale could have a mystical dimension that represented the unfolding of the soul in 1984 when my husband Mark and I enrolled our young daughters Gabrielle and Katya in the Waldorf School system, founded by Rudolf Steiner. Steiner was an Austrian mystic, scientist, and scholar whose writings, teachings, and lectures have inspired the world to explore the vast territories of the soul and spirit.

During my years at the Findhorn Foundation in Scotland, I had been exposed to Steiner’s work. I first learned of the existence of an educational system that carried his philosophy into the world through other Findhorn community members with small children. Throughout his life, Rudolf Steiner worked on the articulation of a path of inner schooling capable of providing a person with a well-rounded, scientifically grounded knowledge of spiritual realities. As my husband and I became acquainted with the Waldorf School program, we discovered that fairy tales are presented as part of the class curriculum in each grade and are chosen carefully according to each child’s maturation cycle and inner soul development.

My young heart, exuberant and committed to the unfolding beauty of my daughters, questioned some of the content of the stories, which led me into discussions and research regarding the lore, history, and deeper meaning of fairy tales. With the help of astute teachers at the school followed by many years of my own studies, I have come to understand the mystical quality of the tales that have become such a part of my everyday life. Today, as I integrate the tales into my work by combining fairy-tale archetypes with astrology, tarot, mythology, and therapy work, I am in awe of the power of these magical stories to stir the soul.

As I began to relate to fairy tales on a mystical level, my concerns about their stereotypical portrayal of women began to dissolve. The following three insights have gradually washed away my reservations and concerns: 1) despite superficial appearances to the contrary, both good and evil characters are, ultimately, good; 2) fairy tales are inherently feminine in nature; and 3) all characters in any given fairy tale are different aspects of one’s own psyche, seeking wholeness through alchemical marriage. Let us explore each of these insights in turn.


BOTH GOOD AND EVIL CHARACTERS ARE ULTIMATELY GOOD


Often characters that appear helpless, self-sacrificing, and unrealistically sweet and pure are cast as female, typically as maidens, fairies, mermaids, orphan girls, and so on. In many of the most popular fairy tales, a saintly woman gives birth to a beautiful child, most often a girl, who has the virtues of goodness and purity. At the very beginning of the tale, the mother typically dies, leaving the young child in her father’s care, and eventually at the mercy of a mean and cruel stepmother. The core message of this story line is that we all come from goodness and that our inherent goodness can never be taken from us, even as we wander lost in the forest, encountering harsh and difficult obstacles along the way.

In cosmological terms, the saintly mother of fairy-tale lore represents the Great Goddess, the Mother of the World. In Egyptian mythology, she is known as Isis, whose vessel was the golden chalice that birthed the Sun and the Moon. In the context of mystical Christianity, she is the Queen of Heaven, the Holy Madonna, whose body births the Christ Child, symbolizing the part of our inner psyche that carries ego consciousness forward toward true individuation and higher service. She may also be Venus, The Empress—Trump number III of the tarot—representing the all-loving incarnation into an earthly body. Her body is sacred, and her offspring can be nothing less than the miraculous fulfillment of her own divinity.

Within the context of the fairy tale, the death of the good mother teaches us that in order to rise to higher consciousness we must first be cut free of the heavenly umbilical cord that has nurtured our soul. In this way, we experience the full impact of our karmic situation here on earth. Within this crucible we are compelled to undertake a sacred quest for wholeness and freedom. A poignant illustration of this is the fact that a majority of women’s rights activists at the turn of the century had lost their mothers early in life. This is not to suggest that the presence of a stable and secure mother will necessarily stunt one’s growth. However, it does point to the virtue of finding one’s own strength amidst hardship. When a child has been left motherless, in the earthly sense, she cannot rest until she finds her way back to her true spiritual home, the only true resting place. Such yearning and heartache is therefore a great gift—perhaps the greatest gift of all.

On the other hand, when the mother is present in the lives of her children, she is wise to let go of them in appropriate ways through the various developmental stages so that they may cultivate their own courage and strength. One way or another, we all eventually strive for self-realization. The feminine in fairy tales illuminates this process. Our journey on this planet is moist and fertile, offering many opportunities to discover our own worth, creativity, and love. We are destined to retrieve our own riches, but first we must earn our way back home. There we will meet the reward of our suffering and service. This is not to say that life on earth must be difficult. However, there are lessons to be learned along the way, and we often forget that we can never really be separated from the unconditional, eternal love of the Great Mother who birthed us all.

In our forgetting, we must all face the fearful terrain of darkness, the underworld, where dragons and scary things reside. The dark side of the feminine is expressed mythologically through characters such as the cruel stepmother, the wicked witch, the imperious queen, and the like. We need this part, as well, in order to be whole. As Clarissa Pinkola Estes explains in her stunning book Women Who Run with the Wolves,

 

The wise woman is also known as “the woman who lives at the end of time,” or the “woman who lives at the edge of the world.” And this criatura is always a creator-hag, or a death goddess, or a maiden in descent, or any other number of personifications. She is both friend and mother to all those who have lost their way, all those who need a learning, all those who have a riddle to solve, all those out in the forest or the desert wandering and searching.*

Once the golden umbilical cord of the Heavenly Mother has been cut, it is the umbilical of the Dark Mother that connects us to the temporal world. As already mentioned, she is often the catalyst who prompts our growth and search for greater meaning within the earthly realm.*

In cosmological terms, the Dark Mother has taken many forms around the planet. In India, she is known as Shakti or Mother Kali. In the Christian world, she appears as a dark form of the Virgin Mary known as the Black Madonna. In the Tibetan Buddhist pantheon she has many manifestations, among them Vajrayogini and dark forms of the Buddha Tara. All such manifestations of the Dark Mother invite us into the luminous darkness in order to experience the transformation awaiting our souls.

The fairy tale enchantress, or wicked witch, casts the spell that will be the source of the child’s life initiation. If Snow White had not been abandoned to the deep, dark woods by her jealous stepmother, she would not have found the cottage that served as her stepping-stone toward self-actualization. The dark is vital; it is the fertile ground that sprouts our seeds, allowing for the gestation of that which is yet to come. It is from the dark star-lit heaven that the luminescent Moon shines forth, lighting the pathways of our destiny. The Moon, the manna, the matrix, and the womb are aspects of the Dark Mother transforming. The dark forces in our old stories suggest that there is work to be done and initiation to take place. A renewal of the soul and a resurrection of some sort are imminent.


THE FEMININE NATURE OF FAIRY TALES


Fairy tales are, by nature, feminine. I refer to the feminine as an aspect of human consciousness, male or female, which is in harmonic relationship with the cosmology of nature, the cosmos, and all of life. Ultimately, the essence of the “Divine Feminine” is eternal, loving, and fertile and serves as a source of inspiration that stirs the soul toward creation and transformation. Fairy tales invoke this essence within the heart of humanity. What is more, they embody both “good” and “evil” expressions of the feminine, in the sense that they gently nurture and support our growth, on the one hand, and can also serve as rather ruthless catalysts for growth when necessary, on the other. They are like the two faces of the Tibetan Goddess Tara: the white form, which is infinitely patient and yielding in her compassion; and the dark form, which appears wrathful because, in her fierce compassion, she is willing to do whatever it takes to wake us up. The pure energy of wrath is simply that which propels us forward when we are stuck. Essentially, it is the raw energy of the mother pushing us through the birth canal.

Water is a powerful symbol of transformation in many fairy tales. Again, we notice a merging with that which is of the womb, the mysterious, the unseen. Fairy tales are not dry; they are moist. This moisture is found in the caverns of the dark earth and the crystal dew on the morning violets. The tears—the moisture of the soul—of Beauty in “Beauty and the Beast” and of Rapunzel are restorative, bringing back the handsome form or the sight of the beloved prince. King Midas can only undo his curse of greed if he will dive into a pool and pour water from a special vase over all that he has turned to gold. The wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz is finally defeated by water. Hansel and Gretel cannot reach their true home unless they cross the water on the back of a white swan. In many old fairy tales, we find a talking frog, an amphibious creature that dwells near water. This being is often magical. In fact, it is often the prince in disguise. The list goes on and on, affirming the one important point I wish to make—fairy tales are feminine by nature and all that is dark, all that is good, and all that is seeking marriage with the prince are very positive aspects of the feminine in her varying stages of growth.

The number three, a recurring theme in fairy tales, is another potent symbol of the feminine. Numerologically, three is associated with joy, happiness, communication, and creativity. It is the number of the trinity, the Triple Goddess. In classical geometry, the triangle or the trine is the mathematical expression of harmony, balance, and fluidity. The power of three unites the triangular flow of harmonic energies so that one may reach a pinnacle or state of higher consciousness, symbolized by the upright triangle. The downward pointing triangle represents the Yoni, or the feminine, which ushers one toward the dark, moist interior and thus toward initiation and transformation through birth in the world of form. Three is the primary number of the Major Arcana, an evolutionary step along the royal path of wisdom in the tarot, whereby one must incarnate into the natural world.

The Empress—Trump number III in Inner Child Cards—represents nature, fertility, birth, sexuality, and creativity. Ancient alchemical texts refer to an egg-shaped hermetic vessel, or cosmic womb, within which various processes of transmutation occur. We find similar associations with The Empress card. She is connected to Mother Goose and the story of the “Golden Egg.” This story has its origins in ancient Egypt where the Empress took the form of Mother Hathor, incarnated as the Nile Goose who laid the golden egg of the Sun. The Nile Goose was also referred to as the creator of the world, because she produced the whole universe in a primordial world egg. Likewise, the Empress is known as the Queen of the World, who richly bestows all of her treasures upon the earth.

Fairy tales often include the creative force of the number three in the form of three spells, three curses, or three initiations. We find three wishes, three sisters, three brothers, and three tasks to succeed at before the maiden’s hand is won. Often on the third day, or on the third wish, or on the third try, behind the third door, or after the third knock, something magical will happen. We have the three little pigs, the three bears, three cups, three bowls, and three chairs and beds. Fairy tales such as “The Three Feathers,” “The Three Golden Hairs,” “The Three Languages,” and “The Three Little Men in the Woods” teach the importance of personal integrity and restraint concerning magic and wishing.


EACH CHARACTER IS A DIFFERENT ASPECT OF ONE’S OWN PSYCHE, SEEKING WHOLENESS THROUGH ALCHEMICAL MARRIAGE


Children tend to absorb all of the parts of the fairy tale into themselves without judgment, and at different stages of the story become all of its characters. The older we become, the less likely we are to approach fairy tales in this holistic and alchemical way. In the days of oral storytelling, a gifted storyteller could spellbind everyone into an understanding of the truest meaning of the tale. Unfortunately, the art of storytelling has largely been lost. Today, when we listen to a story, we usually understand it in only the most superficial terms. We can remedy this by going deeper into understanding the archetypes of the characters as representing aspects of ourselves.

The duality between the good mother and the bad mother lives within all of us. The dark queen represents the part of the psyche that hungers for love and affection. Because she has been so thoroughly and consistently denied, she has become distorted and taken on the appearance of evil. It is only by embracing her—in a kind of alchemical marriage between different aspects of the female psyche—that we discover her true beauty and become whole.

The saga of most tales also involves movement toward an alchemical marriage of another sort, where the inner Sun, the masculine, and the inner Moon, the feminine, unite. This union enables the individual to “live happily ever after”—to be fully self-realized and awake. The father of the tales is often a merchant, representing the earthly realm, somewhat like The Emperor in the Major Arcana—Trump number IV. The four is fixed and squares itself, so we see more conflict in the archetype of The Emperor.
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