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If you want insight into your love life, career potential, or what your future holds—or if you just want to understand yourself better—look no further than tarot cards. For centuries, people around the world have consulted tarot in order to discover the secrets of the universe. With The Only Tarot Book You’ll Ever Need, you can do the same.

One of the wonderful things about tarot is that the cards present images that trigger memories, passions, and dreams you already hold inside you. Plus, anyone can use them—you don’t need any special training beyond what you’ll read in this book. Tarot’s purpose is to help you probe your own subconscious and to find answers within yourself. The cards speak to the creative part of your mind, the part that serves as the architect of your life, to guide you in making choices.

Tarot cards can help you answer questions big and small. Is your relationship built to last? Is your current job a dead end or a stepping-stone to greater things? Should you try to reconcile with that old friend or let the friendship go? The scenarios, colors, and numbers shown on the cards will expand your vision and allow you to figure out which paths to take…while learning more about yourself in the process. It’s easy to fit tarot into your busy life—whether you simply draw a single tarot card as a daily morning ritual for receiving guidance, or deal spreads when you have specific questions to ask.

This book provides all the fundamentals you need to start reading tarot. First, you’ll find a tarot deck that’s right for you and discover different ways to incorporate tarot into your life. Next, you’ll learn what all the images and numbers on the cards mean. Then you’ll find explanations of the standard interpretations of each card, which will give you a framework that enables you to develop your own, personal dialogue with the cards. Finally, you’ll practice how to use “spreads”—groupings of cards that tell a story. Spreads let you see the links between past, present, and future—how your thoughts and actions manifest your reality.

Best of all, tarot encourages you to open your mind and your heart. Explore. Engage your curiosity. Use your imagination. And, most importantly, enjoy yourself. Tarot isn’t just for answering serious questions; it can help with smaller, everyday issues as well. Let tarot shine light into your inner self and help you live your best life, now.
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The mystery of tarot’s origins is part of its allure. The earliest-known cards date from the fifteenth century and are known collectively as the Visconti-Sforza Tarot. Incomplete versions of these decks are located in libraries and museums across the world. The first entire deck still in existence was painted by the Italian artist Bonifacio Bembo for the Duke of Milan.

There are many theories about how tarot got its start, and each one is compelling. One theory is set in the great library of Alexandria in Egypt, where a female librarian named Hypatia was world-renowned for her wisdom and knowledge. In this library, they kept scrolls that were said to contain all the knowledge of the ancient world. Among these scrolls was the legendary Book of Thoth, derived from the schools of ancient Egypt. Some say that the allegorical illustrations on tarot cards contain the secret teachings found in the Book of Thoth, with the Major Arcana representing a course in personal and spiritual development. If that is the case, tarot cards distill information from an ancient Egyptian textbook.

The Minor Arcana, which was added to tarot at a later date, may have derived from an Italian card game known as tarocchi. Our present-day poker decks closely resemble the Minor Arcana of the tarot. Some cartomancers (people who use cards for divination) use standard playing cards for their readings.

Tarot images in general are deeply 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.

Romani people 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 tarot was “the devil’s picture book” and quickly condemned the cards as heretical. To possess them was dangerous. Thus during the Middle Ages, tarot went underground, along with astrology and many other forms of occult knowledge. (Occult simply means “hidden.”) The knowledge contained in tarot continued to be passed down in secret, until interest in the cards surfaced again during the Renaissance.

Though its true history may never be known, it’s clear that tarot cards have been advising and guiding people for ages. The amazing insights contained in tarot and the deck’s inherent flexibility make it just as relevant during contemporary times as it was centuries ago.
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A typical tarot deck consists of seventy-eight cards. Of these, the first twenty-two are called the Major Arcana. (Arcana is a fancy word for “mysteries” or “secrets.”) The fifty-six remaining cards are called the Minor Arcana, presumably because they contain information that is of a less important or less mystical nature. Because tarot can be understood as a complete body of wisdom and guidance, it is sometimes thought of as a book—or, more accurately, as two books—of knowledge.

The Major Arcana

The Major Arcana are the hallmark of any tarot deck. These cards are said to represent the mysteries or secrets of the universe. As such, they are the most complex cards in the entire tarot deck and require the most time and effort to fully understand. Each of the Major Arcana cards, which are also often called trumps, contains a picture that includes many different symbols or scenarios. The pictures depicted on tarot cards can differ stylistically from deck to deck, but the main symbols are basically the same in all decks. Each of the Major Arcana cards has a title, such as The Magician, The Empress, The Lovers, The Moon, The Tower, and so on. They are numbered from zero (The Fool) to twenty-one (The World).

There is a disagreement among various schools of thought regarding what the Major Arcana was originally developed for and how it was used. Some scholars and authors focus primarily on the numerical order of the cards (zero to twenty-one), believing that they show the development of an individual’s life. Some interpreters have placed psychological meanings onto the Major Arcana, while others have viewed them as representing spiritual development and growth.

The Major Arcana cards also describe a path to enlightenment—The Fool’s Journey. The Fool’s Journey is a story that begins with The Fool representing innocence and the initial step of the journey, and ends with The World, which signifies wisdom and completion. This journey through the twenty-two cards of the Major Arcana can be used as an allegorical story of personal spiritual awakening. Learning this story through tarot can help you understand your own spiritual journey and learn your current position in it. This knowledge can inspire you to tap into your true potential and realize the possibilities that await you.

The Connection to a Higher Being

The cards in the Major Arcana can be looked at as the “big picture” cards. They show overarching themes in your life and represent forces that may seem beyond your control. Depending on your personal worldview, you could think of these forces as fate, god, goddess, universe, spirit guides, karma, or your own higher self. Whichever way you choose to see the energies or entities behind the cards, they indicate that something larger, outside yourself, is influencing you and the issue about which you are seeking advice.

When many trumps turn up in a reading, it’s a signal that the situation is not entirely in your own hands or that you are not alone in the matter that concerns you. Higher forces outside your control may be at work, perhaps guiding the outcome. Basically, fate has the upper hand in the situation. In some cases, a predominance of trump cards shows that previous actions or decisions have already set things in motion, and now the situation is out of your control—you must wait for external forces to play out and decide the outcome.

The Major Arcana cards contain many different layers and possibilities to their definitions. As you work with them, these layers reveal themselves. For example, on a strictly practical level, The Empress may be a direct reference to your mother or your desire to become a mother. On the mundane level, The Magician may refer to your desire to live a more creative life, to be more creative in your work. On the level of spiritual development, The Devil may indicate that it is time for you to throw off the obstacles that are preventing your living more fully and deeply, that you should tend to your soul needs rather than your material concerns.

Your life will unfold according to your own inner blueprint and pace. There’s no hurrying the process, which ultimately takes place on its own time schedule, no matter how much you try to push it and make it happen faster. Paying attention to the cycles in your life will show you the patterns that you are following and may suggest new and different directions. The Major Arcana can be a guide that helps you to explore these universal concepts and patterns as they apply to your life at any given moment.

The Minor Arcana

Despite their name, the Minor Arcana aren’t minor or unimportant. They were likely added alongside the Major Arcana sometime in the fourteenth or fifteenth century to create the tarot deck we know today. This portion of tarot is believed to have been originally used for fortune-telling, and even individuals who were not considered high magicians could use them to perform divination.

The Minor Arcana consists of four suits of fourteen cards each: Wands, Pentacles, Swords, and Cups. Each suit contains four court cards (King, Queen, Knight, and Page) and ten number cards from Ace through Ten. The numbered cards are sometimes referred to as pip cards.

Everyday Guidance

The Minor Arcana cards can be extremely accurate in answering questions about the here and now, as they refer to specific areas of everyday life and human experience. They do not describe spiritual growth per se, but each of the areas to which these cards refer can certainly be incorporated into a pattern of spiritual development. You don’t need to search for some deep mystical meaning to attach to them—sometimes what they are trying to tell you may be simple and easy to understand.

The Minor Arcana serve as an adjunct to the Major Arcana—a sort of commentary within the context of the reading. Their main function relates to elements of the everyday world, which exists for all of us no matter how spiritual we are. They show the everyday concerns, situations, challenges, and achievements you experience in your personal life. These are the cards that speak to your minor conflicts at work or with your parents, whereas the Major Arcana address your life’s direction and passions.

When many (or all) of the cards in a reading come from the Minor Arcana, it’s safe to say your future is in your own hands. Your decisions and actions will produce your future. You have the ability to set intentions and manifest your dreams.
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In most decks, each suit contains fourteen cards, including four court cards. Usually these cards are called the King, Queen, Knight, and Page, although some designers use labels such as Daughter, Son, Mother, and Father. The images on the court cards are usually illustrations of a King, a Queen, a Knight, and a Page. There may be some variation in costume or colors, depending upon the stylistic interpretation of the deck’s creator. Sometimes the best way to differentiate the suit of the card is to note the symbol of the suit—cup, sword, wand, or pentacle—which is usually held by the person on the card.

The court cards are often seen as the most confusing cards in the deck because they can represent other people in the life of the individual for whom a reading is being done, or they may personify the individual. They can also be used as Significators, which will be explained in more detail later.


TAROT TIP

Try assigning a court card to each of your friends and family members to help you discern the subtle variations in the energies of the cards and suits. For example, is your father gentle and kind as represented by the King of Cups, or is he rigid and stern like the King of Swords? What about your best friend: is she silly and childlike like the Page of Cups, or is she maternal and always baking cookies like the Queen of Cups? What about your boss? Matching important people in your life to their tarot counterpart can help you interpret your readings more fully.



King

[image: Image]

A king is a powerful ruler who exercises absolute authority over the territory he rules. He is, so to speak, at the top of the heap. Thus the King of any suit represents a completion point: there’s no higher position to attain. A cycle that began with the Ace (the first card of the Minor Arcana) has been completed, and it’s now time to either consolidate your position or begin a new cycle. The level of the King is where you release and let go, complete old tasks, and prepare for a new and more fulfilling way of life. An example of this could be someone who is super successful in their career, who’s reached the pinnacle and made a lot of money, and who now decides that it’s time to give back to the world. Bill Gates and Oprah are good examples of people signified by the King in tarot.

Queen
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The Queen is a mature woman who is also a ruler in her own right; she’s not just the King’s consort. As such, she represents a woman or man who embodies and expresses the traditional feminine qualities of leadership, most importantly the qualities of creativity and cooperation. She has developed skills and wisdom that come only through years of experience. With the Queen, you achieve a level of maturity and self-confidence. You know when to compromise and when to take a firm stand. You are not intimidated by any situation. Yet you remain able to grow and evolve, and you can be flexible through understanding.

The Queen may portray a mature, capable person; an authority figure who is nurturing and understanding, or a mother image, sometimes your real mother. She has authority, just like the King, but utilizes her authority in the avenues of cooperation and nurturing instead of controlling and dominating. Beyoncé and Ellen DeGeneres are examples of powerful queenly individuals who use their nurturing qualities to express their authority.

Knight
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A Knight is someone who has been singled out and honored by the ruler for having performed valuable services. A Knight takes on responsibility to the Crown he serves. At the level of the Knight you are fully aware of your path and your aims are clear. You want to get on with it in the most direct way possible, not waste time on irrelevancies. You feel an intense sense of dedication—to a project, an idea, a person. You’ve taken risks and gotten yourself together for the task at hand, and you are focusing your energies totally toward accomplishing your goal, to make the risk worthwhile. The Knight, who is often considered a messenger or an agent of movement, can refer to any gender. The message the Knight carries or the movement he suggests corresponds to the suit to which the card belongs. The Knight of Wands, for instance, might indicate a message about a creative project or a trip taken for fun and adventure.

Page

[image: Image]

The Page is a personal attendant of the royal family, like an errand boy or girl. It’s his or her job to serve in order to advance. The Page represents preparing yourself to succeed at something. It involves being willing to assume a subordinate role—as younger people often do—and to learn about commitment. The Page is about challenging yourself, developing your inner resources, and taking something to a greater stage of accomplishment. You may experience some hesitancy, or feel that you are not fully prepared for the task, but you still hope the situation will turn out as you anticipate. For example, a freshman in college is a great example of a Page with the energy of just starting out on a new academic and social journey with many challenges ahead.


TAROT TIP

The Page cards can represent either sex, and they usually refer to a young person or a child who is involved in the experiences related to the suit to which the Page belongs. Pages can indicate messengers, students/apprentices, youths, or young adults.



A Final Note about Court Cards

In addition to representing actual people in your life—family members, partners or lovers, friends, coworkers, neighbors, and so forth—the court cards can symbolize influences in your environment. They can also refer to situations, conditions, or characteristics of your life. Because our society today is more egalitarian than it was at the time tarot originated, it is possible to see a woman through a male card and vice versa. Here, feedback from the individual having cards read can help you to identify the person to whom a court card is referring.

Don’t worry if you find court cards difficult to figure out at first. It takes time to learn when to trust your intuition and know that the card is referring to a person or a situation. When in doubt, describe the card both ways—you may find that it fits both a person and a situation.
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Each suit also includes an Ace, which is considered to be the One card, followed by cards Two through Ten. Also known as pip cards, these combine the qualities of the suit with those of the number. Interpretations of the Minor Arcana vary according to the worldview and intentions of the deck’s designer. Some tarot readers pay less attention to the Minor Arcana; others approach them from the perspective of numerology. In some decks, the pip cards do not display a scenario to suggest each card’s meaning but simply show the corresponding number of the suit symbol. For example, the Three of Cups may simply depict three cups, without any storytelling imagery.

Although five hundred years’ worth of tarot students and masters have produced some agreement on the meanings of the Minor Arcana cards, there is also a good deal of disagreement, and sometimes the pictures on the cards tell a different story than would be indicated by the combination of number and suit. The Eight of Cups in the Rider-Waite-Smith deck, for example, shows a man walking away from eight cups, which suggests leaving a relationship or emotional situation behind. However, the number eight connotes sincerity, abundance, and achievement, so drawing this card would seem to suggest success in matters of the heart. Therefore, you may prefer to base interpretations of the pip cards on the number rather than on any particular illustration—unless, of course, your intuition hooks into the picture and reveals something.
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Choosing a deck is a very personal process. With so many options to choose from, the decision boils down to your preferences and interests. The symbolism of each Major Arcana card is roughly the same in all decks, but it is depicted through different themes. You can find a deck for nearly any personal interest or spiritual path—what is most important is that you can easily understand the symbols and feel comfortable with them.

The fundamental layout of the cards themselves can influence your decision as well. For some people, the pictures on the Minor Arcana serve as memory aids to the cards’ meanings…so for these individuals, cards depicting scenes will be important. Other readers prefer to dispense with storytelling scenarios on the Minor Arcana and are more comfortable with a simpler pip deck where cards like the Four of Wands will just have four wands in the image, not an elaborate scene of celebration. In some decks it’s difficult to tell immediately if a pip card is upright or reversed; in others it’s obvious.

Look at several 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, and a simple Internet search will turn up a myriad of choices. If you find a deck that is appealing, you can usually find a number of “unboxing” videos or reviews online that will give you a good taste of what the cards look like. Visiting popular social media sites will also expand your options, as a number of independent deck publishers promote their creations online. If you want to start out with a tried-and-true option, use the Rider-Waite-Smith deck, as most books about tarot are based on those illustrations.

If, after using a deck for a while, you do not feel entirely comfortable with it and its symbols, get another deck. Tarot readers often have several decks in their collections. 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, try another 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.


TAROT TIP

You can also let the universe guide you to your perfect deck. You might find an interesting deck while you’re shopping for something completely different, or a friend might recommend one out of the blue. Sometimes the best decks are the ones found by chance.



Using More Than One Deck

Many people like to have two or more decks, sometimes for different purposes or to fit different moods or times of the year. For example, some individuals like to use one deck for practical readings and a different deck for spiritual readings. If you plan on reading for other people, some individuals prefer to keep one deck for their own spiritual development and use another deck for public readings. This way the energetic vibrations of your decks don’t clash. These can be two identical decks or different designs, depending on your preference.

Handling Your Deck

Treat your deck as you would any precious possession of great value—with the utmost care and respect. Never leave it lying around unattended—you don’t want negative energy to find its way to your deck. Always return it to its special place immediately after you have finished using it for practice, meditation, or a reading.

Clearing and Purifying the Cards

It is a good idea to clear your deck each time before you use it. When you get a new deck, you may want to do a short clearing ceremony before you use it for the first time in order to remove any previous energies or intentions the cards might be holding. This need not be complicated. 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 clear 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.”

You can also use sacred smoke such as that from sage, palo santo, or incense to clear your deck. Simply run your deck through the smoke to cleanse it of any negative vibes. The simple act of knocking your deck three times is also helpful to remove any energies that have gathered in your deck.
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