The Tarot: Myths, Methods and More

Good evening, and  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1thank you all for coming.  Tonight I’m going to talk to you about the Tarot – what it is, how it works and how you can use it to obtain guidance about your life or information about the future.  I’m not going to lecture to you about what each of the cards mean, but I am going to provide a number of different methods that will allow you to teach yourselves, if you wish.  My main purpose here tonight is simply to open your minds to things you might not have considered, to give you a few interesting activities to play around with, and hopefully to wash out some of the garbage that’s been put in place both by hearsay and by the media.

But I would be going against my nature if I did not take a few moments to talk about myself.  I’m now finishing my second year at UNB where I study computer science and quantum physics.  I came across the Tarot in the fall of 1998, and two and a half years later, I am the youngest Certified Tarot Master in the world.  I’ve done readings for more than a thousand clients, I’ve written a number of articles for Tarot journals and newsletters, I’ve taught a handful of students, and I am working on a couple of Tarot-related books.  My current research (one might call it my master’s thesis) involves developing techniques for extracting large amounts of information from relatively small readings.  I also study the Jewish Qabalah and Qabalistic Magick.

If you’ll allow me to be so bold, I’d like to speculate as to why we’re all here tonight.  It’s my belief that, while our society with all its riches and technology does a great job of feeding the body and mind, for the past few hundred years we have been looking at spirituality as if it were a throwback to primitive times that we have since evolved beyond.  On the whole, our wallets and our stomachs are full but our hearts are empty.  Gradually, people are starting to realize that money is not the answer to all problems and science is not the answer to all questions.  So we turn back to spirituality, and to subjects like the Tarot.  Tarot can be just the thing to nourish a hungry spirit, and it’s my hope that you’ll all leave here a little less hungry than when you arrived.

Before I talk about what the Tarot is, I want to clarify some myths.  You’ve probably all seen infomercials for Miss Cleo’s “psychic hotlines”, where callers get intimately accurate information from a small Tarot reading.  It may surprise you to learn that, up to a point, Cleo is actually doing things right.  The meanings she uses generally agree with the ones I learned when I first started reading.  But, as with most things you see on TV these days, reality is stretched too far.  Tarot is portrayed, in these commercials and elsewhere, as an omniscient computer from which you can obtain such answers as “you’re secretly in love with your father’s best friend” or “your husband is really gay” or “you’re pregnant with twins” or even “you have a birthmark on your left hip”.

In real life, it doesn’t work that way.  I’ve done over thirteen hundred readings and I have never reported any such things.  Clients don’t want to know about birthmarks; they want to know when they will find a husband, or whether they will get a new job, or how their year will go.  The Tarot, properly used, can answer all of these questions.  Throwing around useless information, however, is a waste of time for both the reader and the client.  Depending on the circumstances it might even be illegal!  Giving legal or medical advice without a license is just begging for a lawsuit.  Fortunately, as a Tarot reader it is not my job to impress the client with facts, but to show them what lies ahead of them and what lies within them.

That said, let’s clear up some more myths.  Books about the Tarot usually contain a lot of speculation as to where and when the cards originated.  Many occultists claim they are Egyptian, though some attribute their origin to the Jews, or the Muslims, or the Templars.  You’ll hear people saying that the gypsies created them, and there are even the wackos who say they came from Atlantis or space aliens.  Almost all of these accounts, plausible or not, state that the Tarot is thousands of years old – presumably this makes it more “authentic” than media that have only been around a few centuries.

Unfortunately, historical evidence contradicts everything I just said.  It’s currently held true by most Tarot scholars that the cards originated in Italy early in the 14th century, between 1320 and 1340.  Hand-painted cards from this era still exist and no earlier versions or references to the Tarot have been found.  Gypsy fortune-telling did not usually involve Tarot until the 20th century; before then they primarily used palmistry or playing cards.  Speaking of which, playing cards as we know them today came into Europe about 50 years before the Tarot; the Tarot is a modification of this deck and not a predecessor.  And historical evidence suggests that the joker and the Fool card are not related, despite the vehement claims of many supposed experts.

How many Christians do we have here tonight?  Well, if none of what I just finished saying went against your previous beliefs about the Tarot, this probably will.  Despite what the Church may try to tell you, the Tarot is not forbidden by the Bible, and the first Tarot deck was almost certainly created by Christians for use by other Christians.  Look at early Tarot decks, and even most modern ones, and you will find a great deal of Christian symbolism.  The cards called The Pope and Judgment are the two most visible examples, the latter being taken right from the book of Revelation, but other cards like the Hanged Man and The World often bear Biblical symbolism.

< Pass the book around >

It should go without saying, of course, that the Tarot is no longer a primarily Christian medium.  You can find decks with all sorts of religious themes, from Celtic Paganism or Wicca, to Native American spirituality, to Zen and Taoism.  Each offers their own perspective on the Tarot and this is possible because the system is so flexible that it can accommodate many different faith structures.  It’s one of my firm beliefs that Tarot, as a whole, is not tied to any religion in particular, but can be used with equal success by members of all religions.  To the best of my knowledge there is not one religious text that explicitly forbids the use of Tarot, including the Bible.

Now, the Catholic Church did try to ban the use of divinatory media like the Tarot on a number of occasions.  The main motivation of the Church in this action was not to stamp out evil by forbidding a tool that was made by the Devil – though this was their most common excuse.  Similar excuses were made when dealing with such things as astrology, paganism and magick.  In fact, all the Church wanted to do was prevent people from accessing sources of power that the clergy couldn’t understand or hope to control.  They were motivated by greed and vanity, not by Scripture.  And I can say this because I am a Catholic and have read through the Bible many times.  I challenge you to find the word “Tarot” anywhere in there.  You won’t.

< 5-10 minute break for questions >

So, now you know what the Tarot is not.  That still doesn’t answer the far more important question of what it is.  I hesitate to use the term “oracle”, because that has associations with ancient Greece, database programming and The Matrix.  Also, it implies that the wisdom of the Tarot comes from the cards themselves, an idea that sounds good at first, but which we will eventually see is false.  So the term I prefer is conduit.  Think of it as a pipeline connecting us to a greater source of wisdom.  The nature of this source will be discussed shortly – for now let’s focus on the pipeline and what flows through it, rather than the supplier at the other end.

The modern Tarot deck has many uses above and beyond the use for which it was originally designed, but the most recognized and developed of these uses is, as you can all probably guess, predicting the future.  Despite the New Age connotations, this is not all it’s cracked up to be.  Heck, the weatherman does it several times a day, though I’d bet that my accuracy is a bit higher than his, especially in the long run.  This minor difference notwithstanding, the modern Tarot does essentially the same thing as the weatherman’s computer, but with a wider scope.  It is primarily a tool for analyzing cause and effect.

Predictions of the future are basically a side effect of this property.  When you read the cards, you are taking a snapshot of the causes and effects present in the world at that moment.  When you take a look at what effects will materialize from the causes that are already present, we call that divination.  When we look at the effects and try to determine what caused them, we call that introspection.  They are two sides of the same coin – one is looking ahead, the other is looking within.  They are the same procedure, practically speaking; one is no more difficult than the other, and it’s only because people these days are more concerned with the future than the past that the predictive aspect of Tarot is the most popular.

But the Tarot can serve as far more than a road map, telling you what lies ahead.  It can be like a travel guide, presenting different options you may not have considered.  It can be like a counselor, suggesting solutions to difficult problems in love, career and spiritual matters.  It can be a mirror for examining yourself and a magnifying lens for analyzing the parts of your personality and your past whose purpose remains unclear to you.  The Tarot is not limited to passive modes.  In the right hands it can be a powerful tool for self-transformation and self-acceptance, and it is a cornerstone of ceremonial magick.  There’s a very good reason why the Tarot was on the syllabus of every major magical society of the last two centuries.

The Tarot changes those who work with it in a number of ways, most of which I can talk about from personal experience.  In the two years since I’ve started working with the Tarot I have unlocked a lot of my own personal potential – I have a clear direction now and am doing what I want to do with my life, instead of drifting along without a purpose.  I’ve rediscovered the ties to God that I severed early in my childhood and I am now an active member of my local church.  The Tarot has helped me see that there are things in this world that cannot necessarily be explained by science – and in the greatest of all possible contradictions this has made my scientific studies all the more interesting and valuable.

If you are looking to learn more about yourself and your purpose in this world, well, that’s what a lot of modern Tarot decks are designed to help you with.  If you have an innate need to help other people the Tarot is an excellent outlet.  If you want to study occult or spiritual arts like astrology, Qabalah or other divination systems, Tarot is a great place to start because it has links to almost all of these arts.  It is by far the most personal of the several divinatory systems I’ve worked with. You can make your own spreads, discover your own card meanings, and do almost everything by rules you define.  It’s a large canvas upon which to paint your individuality.

The really remarkable property of the Tarot, though, is that people can use it in so many different ways – for prediction, for psychological growth, for healing, for magick – and yet they can all understand each other, learn from each other, and they share the same tool.  It should be clear that working with the Tarot is a very subjective experience, and one consequence of this subjectivity is that your experience with the Tarot, whether you are a student or a client, is very strongly colored by your mindset and perceptions.  If you see it as a throwback to a more superstitious time, you will probably not get much out of it.  Your own mind will hold you back.  But approach it with an open mind and it may eventually permeate every part of your being.

So how does it all fit together?  Many people have asked me how a deck of picture cards can tell you such things about your life, your personality and your future, and the question is certainly valid.  One accurate reading could be a statistical glitch.  Two successes would be an interesting anomaly.  But a hundred?  A thousand?  Surely that would be impossible if the cards were truly randomized, but I’ve seen success records far better than this.  So we must come to the conclusion that the cards are somehow being ordered, instead of randomly arranged.  And here’s where we get to find out what is supplying the pipeline.  Actually, nobody knows for sure who is on the other end; it’s a personal question and your answer will affect how you perceive the Tarot.  I can’t give you an answer but I can present some theories for your consideration.

The explanation I personally subscribe to, being the religious person I am, is that God is directly manipulating the cards as I am shuffling them.  Surely if God can create and maintain all of this, then He can take a few seconds of His infinite time to peek over my shoulder every once in a while and ensure that everything is in the order His plan requires.  This makes the Tarot, for me, a powerful religious experience.  Every time I sit down to do a reading, or even to meditate on one of the cards, I am in the presence of the Almighty.  Some say that God frowns on diviners.  My experience has shown me that He fully endorses it, and that He is the ultimate source of its wisdom.

Of course, the exact nature of this theory will vary from religion to religion, but the basic concept is unchanged.  There are also similar explanations that do not directly involve any deities but which do necessitate the ordering of the cards by something other than the reader’s conscious mind.  Some say that the reader’s unconscious, which has access to all kinds of wisdom and information that the conscious mind does not, can direct the reader’s hands and rearrange the cards so they will answer the question correctly.  Others attribute this imperceptible ordering to elementals or spirits or what have you.  No matter what the direct cause, the common bond between these theories is that something sentient is deliberately putting the cards in order.

Another explanation sometimes quoted by students of psychology is synchronicity, a concept proposed by Carl Jung as an “acausal connecting principle” – something that can link two seemingly unrelated events that happen to share some common meaning.  For example, if I’m in a restaurant thinking of a certain song, and suddenly this song starts playing on the radio, synchronicity is at work.  What appears to be coincidental may have meaning.  In our case, when the “right cards” turn up in a reading, it may seem coincidental but their meaning is profound.  I admit that I’m not an expert on this particular subject.  Those who are interested in this aspect of psychology should look into the collected works of Carl Jung.

An area that I am more familiar with is modern physics, and believe it or not, modern quantum theory may hold a scientific explanation for the operation of the Tarot and other systems like it.  Quantum effects like a Schrodinger paradox may allow the reader to order the cards while they are being shuffled.  One may use the so-called many universes theory to assert that every possible reading actually happens, and the reader only perceives accurate ones.   I’m not going to go any deeper than this because I can see some of your eyes glazing over already – I know that theoretical physics is not everyone’s cup of tea.  Suffice it to say that there is some interesting material for people to play around with.

Occultists are often drawn to an explanation which is best summed up in the famous phrase “As above, so below.”  Actually this is shortened version of the correct verse but for our purposes it will do.  It basically states that everything in the macro world, the world we live in, is reflected in the micro world of the Tarot.  So any fluctuations or changes in the world we live in will somehow affect the Tarot, on a level beyond our conscious perceptions.  The cards reflect the state of the world around them, and since there is only one world, there is only one possible answer – the correct one.  The same explanation, by the way, works for astrology.  The stars are then the macrocosm and the world we live in is the microcosm. 

It should go without saying that none of these explanations are mutually exclusive, and there are of course others that I have not even mentioned.  For some people the question of how the Tarot works never even comes into their minds, because how it works is less important than the fact that it does work.  But thinking about questions like this often gives you a deeper understanding into the Tarot, and this is important whether you plan to study it on your own or encounter it through trained readers.  Your mindset and beliefs are very important in Tarot work and the more you know about how it works, the more powerful your experiences will be.

< 5-10 minute break for questions >

Well, now that we know what the Tarot is and we have some ideas as to how it might work, we can cover the far more pertinent issue of how we can use it in our everyday lives to guide us and strengthen us.  I’m sure you’ll all be very pleased to learn that you don’t have to study the Tarot for years and pay hundreds of dollars in certification fees before you start seeing some tangible results.  Indeed, a devoted student can do fairly accurate readings within a matter of weeks.  Honing these skills will take a good deal longer, of course, but even at the beginner level the Tarot has a lot to offer.

A consequence of its mutability is that the methods for teaching Tarot are as varied as they are numerous.  But I would like to try and teach you all the basics, so I’ll offer you four suggestions that you may try at your leisure to find the one that best suits you.  I use this approach because I believe there are no “true” meanings of the cards, and each person must define what is correct for him or her.  If I lecture to you about what I think the cards mean then I am making the same mistake that a lot of bad Tarot books make: the mistake of thinking that their view is the only possible one.  So instead of giving you a fish, I’m going to teach you how to go catch your own.

Some of you, I realize, are not here to learn how to read the cards for yourselves, but are simply present to satisfy your curiosity.  I understand that perspective and for a short time I held it myself.  I still think most of what I’m about to say will have some meaning for you – this material will allow me to expound upon a lot of the nuances of Tarot work, which you probably are interested in hearing about.  If you decide, down the road, to pursue more serious study, what I present tonight could be very useful.  If nothing else, it should give you a greater understanding of how professional Tarot readers around the world become proficient in the art of reading, and this should give you some appreciation for the effort we put into learning this skill.

The structure of a Tarot deck is rather simple so I’ll talk briefly about it now, because the techniques I’m going to show you are based on this structure.  Like a normal deck of playing cards the Tarot has four suits.  Wands represent creativity and inspiration.  Cups are the suit of emotion and intuition.  The suit of Swords is the suit of challenge, and the Pentacles are cards of wealth and security.  Each suit has ten numbered cards and four court cards, for a total of 56.  In addition there are 22 Major Arcana, cards representing the journey through life with such titles as Strength, Justice, Death, and Judgement.  The four techniques I am going to show you tonight are based on the four suits, and also correspond to the four Olams, or worlds, of the Jewish Qabalah, for those who are familiar with it.

Of the four techniques, the first that I will talk about is the Academic, corresponding to the suit of Swords and Yetzirah, the world of formation.  This method involves comparing a number of beliefs about the cards, and then compiling a list of which meanings resonate with you, and eliminating those that don’t.  This is the approach I used when I was learning the meanings a couple of years ago, and I think that it turned out pretty well, but I’m the first to admit that it’s not for everyone.  With my background in computers and modern physics a systematic approach is second nature, but many prefer a more intuitive or practical way of determining card meanings.

Still, since there are probably at least a couple of people here who are Swords people and who think the same way as I do, I’ll briefly go over this method.  It’s really not that hard to explain - you just acquire a number of different sources, perhaps using the list of books and websites that I have provided, and compare what they say about each card.  After a few books you start to see patterns - many people will say that the Three of Swords is unfavorable, for example, or that the Nine of Cups represents satisfaction and pleasure.  You can generally boil things down to a few key words or phrases for each of the cards, which you can then expound upon when you have more experience.  

This actually doesn’t take as long as it might seem, unless you want to really dig deep into a number of different sources.  A different approach, and one that does require a lot of time, is what I call the Experimental approach, corresponding to the suit of Pentacles and the material world of Assiah.  This approach is not difficult, but it does take a long time because you work with one or two cards a day for several months.  I mainly recommend it for those who do not have a lot of free time but who want to learn Tarot nonetheless.  It only requires a few minutes every day and you can often squeeze it in before work and after dinner, if necessary.

The first method I described does not really require a Tarot deck - though having a deck available is helpful at times, all you really need is access to some books or websites.  This method I am about to describe does require a deck, because you will be drawing cards on a daily basis, so I should probably spend a few minutes talking about how to choose a deck before going much further.  Despite what some people may tell you, you don’t need to receive your first deck as a gift – I will be addressing the roots of this misconception shortly.  Anyway, you can just walk into a bookstore like Chapters or Tranquility and buy a deck off the shelf.  But the act of picking out a deck is not something trivial and I want to say a few words about it.

There are about as many decks out there as there are professional sports teams, and each deck has its own individual look and feel.  While some decks are more common on bookshelves, like the Rider-Waite deck and its variants, this does not mean they are any better than limited-run decks you may have to order from the Internet.  And they are certainly not more “powerful”, whatever that means.  People purchase decks like Rider-Waite simply because most of the beginner’s books are illustrated with these decks.  Nothing is forcing you to use them.  It’s more important to find and use a deck you’re comfortable with, than to choose a deck simply because some other people use it too.

The best way to find the right deck for you is to look at the images.  If you don’t like the images, then you will not be able to work with the deck, no matter how traditional it is.  And if you do like the images, even if it’s not a mainstream deck, you will enjoy yourself every time you sit down for a reading.  Most bookstores don’t let you open up the decks and shuffle through them, but fortunately we have the Internet to help us.  There are a number of sites that offer reviews and pictures of different decks, and I’ve listed the best ones on the handout.  So when you see a deck in a store and you think you’d like to buy it, hop online and see what you’re getting before you put down your hard-earned money.

Now, about that misconception I mentioned earlier.  A lot of people insist that your first Tarot deck must be given to you as a gift, or that it must be wrapped in silk, or stored in a pine box, or smudged with incense, or purified with a quartz crystal.  You must keep it under your pillow and never let anybody touch it, or it will be dirty and you’ll have to clean it before it can be used again.  Indeed, best-selling authors like Eileen Connolly have perpetuated these notions.  It’s mainly because of this that her Tarot books are at the top of my personal Hall of Shame.  My personal experience has shown me that all of these so called “requirements” are totally unnecessary, and I’ll explain why.

Instead of thinking of the Tarot as a deck of cards, think of it as a hammer.  Since they are both tools, almost anything you can say about one also applies to the other.  Now consider a carpenter who wants to buy a hammer.  He just goes down to the store and buys one.  He does not need to have it given to him by a fellow carpenter (though I’m sure that he wouldn’t refuse such a gift if it were offered).  Once he has it, he does not need to wrap it in silk or sleep with it or cleanse it every month for it to do its job, and if he lends it to his neighbor, it will not be weaker when it is returned.  Though Home Improvement would have been a lot more fun if Tim had to get Wilson to smudge his cordless drill every other episode, it just doesn’t work that way.

By the same reasoning we can see that Tarot cards do not need any special treatment for them to work properly.  My readings, done with decks I keep on my bookshelf, are just as accurate as those done by readers who store decks in silk-wrapped wooden boxes.  Just as the hammer holds no power of its own, but relies on the skill of the carpenter to guide it, so the Tarot depends on our own power.  The cards are just pieces of paper, churned out of a printing press in Connecticut or Belgium.  All of the power depends on us.  I have found that it’s far more useful to care for oneself then the cards one uses – the effects are by no means limited to one’s Tarot work..

So why do many people insist that cards need special treatment?  Basically it relates to achieving the proper mindset.  For some people, the only way to convince their conscious mind that something like the Tarot can actually work is to cover it with pomp and ritual.  Now I’m not saying that ritual is wrong – heck, I’m training to be a ritual magician, and I have a short prayer that I say before doing my own readings.  All I am saying is that ritual – and this includes the absurd care guidelines – becomes detrimental once you start treating your cards better than you treat yourself.  Pomp and pageantry is great as long as it serves a purpose, but the moment it prevents you from being who you are, it has outlived its usefulness.

< 5-10 minute break for questions >

I’ll return to the main point of this lecture and share the second of the four techniques.  As I've said, this technique is not difficult to learn, but it does require a few minutes every day.  It also requires you to keep a diary, so if you already have one or are thinking of starting one, this approach will work well for you.  You simply draw a card in the morning and write down what it is in your journal.  Then go about your business as usual throughout the day.  At the end of the day, look back and write down all the important or unusual things that happened to you, or to those around you, during the day.

What you are doing, as with the Academic technique, is compiling a list of possible card meanings, but instead of basing the list on the work of others this method allows you to do all the work yourself.  Then the card meanings are really yours.  Now, you may be wondering how you can create an accurate interpretation based on one day's worth of experiences.  The short answer is that you can't.  The reason this technique takes so long is that you have to draw cards until you've received each of the 78 cards at least a few times. You can speed it up by drawing two a day - one for the morning and one for the afternoon, for example – or doing only the Major Arcana to start with. But it will still take at least a couple of months to get on solid ground.

Once you have a few days worth of experiences for each card you can start to look for patterns.  Perhaps on two different days you drew the Ten of Wands and ended up staying late at work that night.  So you could then associate this card with hard work, or responsibility, or annoying burdens.  If you drew Fives of Wands or Swords on days where you got into a fight with a friend you might come to associate these cards with conflict and aggression.  Or if you drew these cards on days where you took some friends out to lunch you might instead link them to gatherings and times spent in the company of others - not the traditional meaning, but with this approach you take what is given to you.  Besides, if you're using this approach you probably don't know the "traditional" meanings anyway!

If the Academic and the Experimental approaches sound similar it's because they both operate on the same basic principle - you acquire a list of many possibilities and then weed out the ones that don't fit.  The techniques are so similar, in fact, that they work well together, and the best way to speed up one of these techniques is to fuse it with the other one.  For example, you can do the research as described in the Academic method and then draw cards to verify the keywords you’ve chosen.  Or once you’ve gone through a day under the influence of a particular card you can see what other authors have said about this card and how it might apply to your day.

For those of you who seek a slightly faster approach, or for those of you who wish to work directly with the symbolism in the cards, there is a method corresponding to the Cups suit and the creative world of Briah that I call the Contemplative approach.  Basically, once you have acquired a deck, you look at the cards and try to figure out what they mean based only on the symbolism, or perhaps on some other things like numerology or correspondences to other occult systems.  This is even more subjective than the Experimental approach because events in life are perceived almost the same way by everyone involved, but symbols speak a different message to each viewer.

How you proceed with your personal symbol exploration is entirely up to you.  You can do one card a day in depth, noting the meaning of each detail and color in the picture, perhaps with the help of a symbol dictionary.  You can do entire suits at once, jotting down some brief thoughts about each card, and repeating this every few days to see if any new ideas emerge.  You can compare cards with common symbols and try to figure out what else links them together in terms of their meanings.  The great thing about this approach is that it’s almost a bottomless well – you can keep going back to find something new.  And when you get tired of analyzing one deck you can always move to a different deck for a whole new set of insights.

It should not come as a surprise that you can often derive a “traditional” meaning, such as those you’d find in a book or on a website, just by looking at the symbols and thinking about what they mean when considered together.  For the most part, the authors of modern Tarot decks know what they are doing when they produce their versions of the cards, and each symbol relates to the theme of the card in some way.  Some decks even come with books explaining the symbolism, though I personally recommend you avoid reading the relevant sections until you’ve tried it yourself.  Your perspective of a card is more important than the author’s, because it is not the author who will be doing your readings for you!

The subject of readings for oneself and for clients is something I’ll come to in a short while, but I have one more technique to discuss first, which I call the Astral approach.  It relates to the suit of Wands and the archetypal world of Atziluth.  It’s like the Contemplative approach in that you’re deriving meanings by symbolism and imagery, but it takes things up a notch.  Instead of merely thinking about the symbolism of a card, those who use this approach actually interact with that symbolism by astrally projecting themselves into a particular card or incubating a dream about it.  As you can imagine, this is the most powerful and personal of the techniques, though it is also the hardest to learn and to practice.

I doubt that you are all experienced astral projectors or lucid dreamers – I personally have never been able to do either of these things.  But for those of you who do have some experience in this area, or who know someone to teach you, this is the approach I recommend trying first.  You will be learning about the cards and their meanings first-hand by putting yourself into the scene on the card and watching what happens.  There is no substitute for this kind of experience and it will probably supersede any meanings you learn through conscious contemplation or research.  I say probably because, though I have heard many accounts of this technique in action, I have had only limited success in getting it to work myself.

The easier of the two aspects, the one that I have actually managed to do a couple of times, is dream incubation.  You meditate on the Tarot card before going to sleep, get a firm picture of it in your mind, and then your dreams should have something to do with that image.  If you remember this dream when you awaken you will probably be able to find one or more insights about the meaning of the card.  The astral projection aspect is similar – you set up the card in a visible place somewhere, and once you’ve left your body you float over to the card and step through it like a doorway.  Again, you will receive useful information about the card’s meaning.

So there you have it – four ways to learn how to read the Tarot cards.  Nothing at all says they have to be mutually exclusive.  You can even combine all four of them, if you like.  Draw a card in the morning and review your day in the evening as described in the Experimental method.  Then see what your favorite books say about this card.  Meditate for a while on the symbolism just before you go to bed and work with the card astrally immediately afterwards.  With such regular and in-depth treatment you can have solid meanings for the 22 Major Arcana within a month, or for all the cards within three or four.  None of these methods assume any latent psychic ability; if you have such skills, more power to you, but one need not be psychic to read Tarot.

< 5-10 minute break for questions >

Now it is time to see how each of these methods are put to the test.  In science, whenever someone comes up with a new theory, there must be an experiment performed to support it, or to disprove it.  The experiments you will use to check the meanings you’ve acquired, through whatever technique you chose to work with, are readings.  Whether you read for yourself, for your friends or for total strangers is not important right now, though eventually you will have to try all of these approaches to get a complete verification of the meanings you’ve settled on.

As with the discovery of meanings for the cards, the process of doing a reading is very flexible.  It depends on the reader and the question being asked.  Some questions require an in-depth reading of many cards while others can be answered with one or three.  Most readings use a spread – a pattern in which the cards are laid out and then assigned an area of importance based on their position.  Hundreds of different spreads exist, in books or on the web, each with their own general theme and each tailored to a certain type of question.  You can use these existing spreads or invent your own, which is the option I personally prefer.

You can build a spread around almost any concept.  You can pick a symbol, like a pentacle or a cross, and design a spread based on that shape.  Or you can use some kind of a metaphor like a road trip or a university term, and pick position meanings accordingly.  In the latter case, for example, the first card in the spread can represent course selection; an important choice you have to make.  Then would come lectures and exams, which represent what you learn and what challenges you will face as a result of that choice.  Finally you would get your final marks in the form of a card that sums up the situation and reveals the most likely outcome.  With a little tweaking you could use such a spread for many different types of questions.

Once you’ve found or invented a good spread for your reading, all you do is shuffle the cards, draw as many as you need, lay them down in order and interpret them according to the position meanings you have decided upon.  You don’t even really need a spread at all, once you’re experienced enough.  You can simply ask a question, put down a card and get an answer.  It’s a dialogue with God, or your unconscious, or whatever you think has its hands on top of yours while you shuffle.  And of course there are all kinds of methods for shuffling and picking cards, but which one you use really makes no difference – it is the intent that matters most.  As long as you believe that you will be given a useful answer to your question, you’ll get one.

You’ve may have heard that you can’t do readings for yourself, but this is not really true.  While some people do have problems reading for themselves, it has nothing to do with the Tarot’s limitations.  The real kernel of the problem is that it’s hard to be impartial when doing any kind of reading, and it’s even harder when that reading has a direct impact on you.  Let’s face it, we don’t want bad things to happen to us!  Most beginners, and even some experts, have a tendency to focus only on the positive cards in a self-reading.  They totally ignore, or at least downplay, the negative cards, and then wonder what happened when all the happiness and light they saw transforms into the gloom and depression they turned their backs on.

I can’t teach you to be honest with yourself – only you can do that – but I can give you a way to read for yourself that doesn’t require absolute impartiality.  Simply read for some event that has already happened.  You could draw a few cards to see why you broke up with your first lover, for instance, or you could do a reading to see how you did on your last exam.  The facts of these situations are already well defined and it’s hard to deceive yourself about something whose outcome you already know.  What you are doing with readings like this is twofold.  Obviously if there are any mysteries about your past you want resolved, you can do so with this kind of reading.

But the real purpose of this reading is to test your card meanings.  If you broke up with your first lover because of some petty squabble about nothing, you would expect appropriate cards to turn up in your reading.  Based on my personal card meanings I would expect things like Fives, Swords or reversed Cups cards, representing sudden change, aggression or weakened love.  I would not expect cards like the Ten or Two of Cups to show up in such a reading.  If they do, it does not mean that the reading is wrong – only that these cards don’t mean what I think they do.  So then it’s time to explore the symbolism or incubate a dream or read some books to figure out a better meaning that fits the reading.

Let me stress this point – if there is a conflict between the facts and a reader’s card meanings, the reader does not change the facts to fit the card meanings.  During the learning stages, meanings are altered to fit the things known to be true.  A scientist does not muddle with a failed experiment or fudge the numbers to get the results he wants – he alters his theory to fit the data that he collected.  Some Tarot purists may cringe at this comparison, but Tarot is in many ways an empirical science, based on the principles of theory and practice, so a little dose of the scientific method won’t hurt anybody.  Once you’re more secure about your card meanings, then you can go on to reading about your present, your future, and for other people.

I don’t recommend reading for others right away unless they are close friends who know that you are still learning.  Otherwise, you can give advice that might be taken the wrong way, and someone could do great harm to themselves as a result.  So until you have a bit of experience and a good Code of Ethics it’s usually risky to read for others.  It took me three months to do my first reading for another person and I have a much faster pace than most people.  So what are you to do when you are tired of reading for yourself and you want more experience?  In this case we turn to what I call foolproof clients - people whose destinies we can’t screw around with no matter how hard we try to.  These are people who are already dead or who don’t exist at all.

Until recently there was a great website which featured a number of readings for historical figures like Lincoln, Churchill, Galileo, Oppenheimer, and others who wanted to know how they should approach such situations as the American Civil War, World War II, the Inquisition or the creation of the atom bomb.  While the questions were made up, the readings were not, and in a lot of cases the advice given by the Tarot strongly supports the historical record.  Galileo, for example, was told that his struggle to teach the Copernican model of the solar system would be in vain, but that he would eventually be proven right.  You too can do readings like this to see if the cards agree with the way things really happened.

Or, if history is not your strong suit, you can pick up your favorite novel or put on your favorite movie and do a reading for the main character.  See what kind of person he or she is, what kind of trouble awaits them, and how it will be resolved.  And of course to check the accuracy of your reading you just have to finish reading the book or watching the movie.  Why not dig out your favorite mystery and see if the Tarot can tell you whodunit?  Once you’ve verified most of your meanings you can then move on to reading for your friends and then for the general public, if that’s what you wish to do.  Not all readers will want to go this route but in order to get a firm grasp of the meanings it is necessary to do some kind of reading activities regularly.  They are the exercises that keep your intuitive muscles in proper condition.

And that’s all for the theory and practice of reading.  I wish to conclude with a bit of the philosophy that emerges through the Tarot, to give those of you who are interested a little taste of what’s to come.  The archetypes and the images of the Tarot convey a number of lessons, some of which I am still learning and others that I have not yet even discovered.  But I do think I’ve hit upon most of the important ones, and it may surprise you to see how much they parallel the beliefs of many of the world’s more prominent religions.  Or perhaps if you’ve been paying attention it will not surprise you at all; as I’ve said, the Tarot is compatible with almost all religions and it makes sense that it shares some of their basic doctrines.

The Major Arcana portray life as a journey, with a beginning and an end and stages in between.  We are not here in this world to drift along and hope for the best – no, we each have a purpose, and a destination.  It is up to each of us to define the journey we take through life, and it is this journey which holds the greatest rewards.  The Tarot clearly tells us that death is not to be feared.  Indeed, it is only one step on the journey and it is not even near the last step.  The structure of the Major Arcana clearly points to the fact that life goes on after death, in one form or another.  The afterlife’s nature is unrevealed, for it is up to us to discover that, on our own time and our own terms.

The entire deck resonates with the theme of balance - the notion that true progress in life is not attained solely by finding success, or love, or victory, or security, or even spirituality alone.  Our lives must be full of all five.  The structure of the Tarot gives us a blueprint for the life journey, and steps to follow on the path to happiness.  One very important lesson of the Tarot is that we do not learn by studying, we learn by doing.  The abstract lessons of the cards can only bear fruit when planted in the firm ground of reality.  It is not the kind of system that encourages you to detach from the world around us, but quite the contrary – to get the most out of the Tarot you have to be involved in life, with your eyes on the stars but your feet on the ground.

That’s about all I have to say tonight.  Hopefully now you all have an idea of what the Tarot is, how it works and how it is used.  I close with a caution.  The Tarot is not for everyone – this caution extends both to its students and to those who simply want a reading from an experienced reader.  If you’re not willing to be honest with yourself you won’t get very far.  If you’re not willing to acknowledge that things aren’t always perfect, the Tarot will be a very harsh teacher.  If your mindset will not allow for change, the message of the Tarot can easily overwhelm you.  For students who are not willing to put effort into learning the cards and working with them, they will end up gathering dust in a closet somewhere.

But if you are dedicated and open to new concepts, the Tarot can be a flashlight that illuminates every part of your life.  When you start working with the Tarot – not just studying it, but working with it, actively and on a daily basis – your outlook on life begins to change dramatically.  It becomes possible to see the good in circumstances that others would consider to be negative.  Through a greater understanding of cause and effect comes the ability to pursue your life goals more effectively.  The Tarot makes it possible to help other people and improve yourself.  It reveals the deep and secret things.  It knows what is in the darkness.  The light can shine through it, and through you, if you are willing.  Thank you, and peace be with you all.

Recommended Tarot Resources

Books

- “Learning the Tarot” by Joan Bunning.  The printed version of the course I took to learn Tarot in 1998, and it has a good mix of explanations and exercises for novices.

- “Tarot for Your Self” by Mary Greer.  This is a classic text whose workbook format is well suited to those who prefer the hands-on approach.

- “78 Degrees of Wisdom” by Rachel Pollack.  Another classic that always rates highly from Tarot experts. 

- “Tarot and the Tree of Life” by Isabel Radow Kleigman.  For those interested in how the Tarot and the Qabalah fit together, this book features an in-depth analysis.

Websites

- http://www.learntarot.org - the online version of Bunning’s “Learning the Tarot”.  You can take the course on-line or download it to your computer for later study.

- http://www.wicce.com and http://www.artoftarot.com both feature deck reviews with pictures of different cards from hundreds of Tarot decks

- http://personal.nbnet.nb.ca/bshadow/tarot - I would be remiss if I did not mention my personal webpage, which offers a variety of articles, and my recent research.

- http://jwrevak.tripod.com - James Revak’s website includes a comprehensive list of Tarot resources for students of all levels.

Two of the many sites where you can get free readings online are the Free Reading Network (http://www.freereading.net) and Free Tarot (http://www.freetarot.net).

Organizations
The American Tarot Association (and their subsidiary, the Canadian Tarot Network) offers correspondence courses, instructional audio tapes, instructional telephone seminars and Internet discussion groups for beginners, intermediate and advanced tarot students. The ATA publishes a quarterly award-winning quarterly newsletter and provides other benefits to members.  Visit their website at http://www.ata-tarot.com/
The Tarot Certification Board certifies Tarot readers in one of seven ranks, and the guidelines for these examinations are a useful way to plan your Tarot study.  Their website is at http://www.tarotcertification.org/.

