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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps we all wonder at times whether it is beyond our means to grasp the grandeur of distant stars, beaming down with ancient light, like images on paper cards dreamed up in a bygone era. How may a tarot deck, with its own ancient origins and mysterious purpose, unlock magical meanings and easy-to-read answers today? Where might a budding tarot reader even begin? We’re here to share with you that a path to understanding the tarot vines out from a world you may already know, and it’s just below our nose.

We were once children among the garden blooms, with time to let our eyes admire their vibrant colours and a nose for breathing in their fragrant charms. Undaunted by such mysteries, we accepted without question that the tiniest seed, nudged into soil by a fingertip, becomes a flower.

A tarot deck is a packet of these seeds. Each seed, as with the unturned backs of tarot cards, appears identical at first. But soon enough they grow into something new, blossoming into petals of unique pattern, scent, height and hue. When we turn over tarot cards, their open faces bloom with meaning before us as well, revealing timeworn truths and symbols that may give context to the ponderings of our present day.

This book is our garden trowel for digging into the practice of reading with tarot cards. It is our watering can to nourish understanding, our pruning shears to glean meaning, our telescope for gazing beyond ourselves, and our vase to embrace a bouquet of magic plucked from the deck.

As we grow together, you will find that unlocking this ancient tradition need not be intimidating or difficult. The tarot has endured ages of seasonal change for good reason! The magic of these cards is, in fact, always at our fingertips. With the proper tools, perspective and a touch of wandering spirit from our youthful selves, the mysteries of these cards are simple to unearth and wondrous to behold.
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HISTORY OF TAROT

The tarot deck as we know it today has been transforming and growing since its earliest appearances in cultures across the world. Scholars trace its current and best-known iteration to 15th-century Italy, when aristocratic families commissioned artists to paint luxurious, one-of-a-kind sets of playing cards adorned with opulent backgrounds of gold and silver.

These decks were called cartes de trionfi, referring to 22 additional triumph, or trump, cards that eventually evolved into the tarot’s Major Arcana. Known as the Visconti–Sforza Tarot, partial sets of these cards preserved at museums in New York City, Northern Italy and Yale University showcase the addition of symbolism that blended ancient mythology, theological virtues, medieval imagery and Renaissance humanism.

While early forms of hand-painted decks were scarce and exclusive to the ruling class, the advent of printing processes and the proliferation of paper goods spread a more standardized take on tarot to the masses in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries. The Tarot de Marseille, which became the common name for variations of popular tarot decks that spread from Italy to Europe and were often printed in the French city of that name, was streamlined for the printing process, complete with many changes that are important to the evolution towards modern decks. Most notably, translations from Italian to French resulted in Major Arcana cards such as Love becoming known as The Lover, The Angel becoming Judgement, The Traitor becoming The Hanged Man, and the Lightning card named The House of God or, as we call it today, The Tower.
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Visconti–Sforza Tarot, The Ace of Cups



Along with many changes to tarot cards themselves, the widespread availability of Marseille-era decks coincided with Europe’s Age of Enlightenment, in which the deck’s recreational purpose was transformed by philosophers, artists and occultists into a method of examining the human condition. In the late 18th century, influential writings by French Enlightenment scholars, such as Antoine Court de Gébelin (1728–84) and Jean-Baptiste Alliette (1738–91), reimagined the tarot deck as a bridge between Judaeo-Christian faith, ancient Egyptian symbolism, the Kabbalistic Tree of Life and other ancient theologies. Alliette, in particular, developed an indelible, occultist take on tarot in his 1783 book Manière de se récréer avec le jeu de cartes nommées tarots (How to Entertain Oneself with a Deck of Cards Called Tarots). It is from this work, published under the pen name Etteilla, that modern-day tarot practices inherited the concept of specific meanings assigned to each card and tarot card spreads, in which the cards are arranged with purpose on a table.

Among secret societies, mystical thinkers and other practitioners of Etteilla’s vision of tarot as a tool for cartomancy – the fortune-telling approach to card reading – was the influential Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. This 20th-century secret society founded by British freemasons inspired many of the pagan rituals, magical arts, occult practices and esoteric philosophies that have persisted to modern times. Two of its members, A. E. Waite (1857–1942) and Pamela Colman Smith (1878–1951), created a new tarot deck in 1909 which combined the Golden Dawn’s interest in astrology with other new imagery on the cards, including renaming the Christian-themed Popess and Pope cards to The High Priestess and The Hierophant. The Waite–Smith deck has become a go-to reference for contemporary tarot deck creators and readers. Colman Smith’s iconic illustrations and choice of symbolism, in particular, imbued a profound sense of emotional meaning into the cards that inspired future artists to create with even wilder abandon and imaginative curiosity.
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Antoine Court de Gébelin, The Tower



With the interpretative door now open for anyone – from occultist fortune-tellers finding divination in the deck to fine artists taking stark liberties with imagery – 20th-century artists and mystics embraced tarot as a form to explore the bounds of personal self-expression. The British-Mexican Surrealist painter Leonora Carrington (1917–2011), for example, drew inspiration from early 20th-century works, such as The Pictorial Key to the Tarot by Waite–Smith deck co-creator A. E. Waite, The Tarot of the Bohemians: Absolute Key to Occult Science by Papus (Gérard Anaclet Vincent Encausse; 1865–1916), and the work of psychoanalyistscholar Carl Jung (1875–1961) on the archetype of The Trickster, to amalgamate a vision for her 1955 depiction of the Major Arcana. Carrington, who in 1942 settled in Mexico, was an influential figure in the Surrealist art movement and, later in life, the women’s liberation movement of Mexico. Carrington’s Major Arcana applies minimal colour – often no more than three hues of oil paint with gold- and silver-leaf accents – to depict the cards with powerful allusions to tarot’s esoteric origins, mythological symbols and ancient Mesoamerican art.
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Waite–Smith deck, The Sun



In the 1977 exhibition of Taro as Colour, British Surrealist Ithell Colquhoun (1906–88) combined the concept of automatic, or free association, painting techniques, the Kabbalah colour scale, and written captions inspired by Golden Dawn occultists to move beyond tarot as a form of fortune-telling. Rather than drawing on divination as the deck’s motivation, Colquhoun abstracted the figures, narratives and symbology of tarot as purely forms of colour, born of one’s imagination in a meditative or contemplative state. By considering the traditional Major Arcana titles she ascribed to each piece, viewers may juxtapose the meaning and purpose of each card with the unusual, enamel colours that make up Colquhoun’s abstract visual depiction.

As 20th-century aesthetics have progressed to the present day, tarot has grown as far as the mind, imaginative spirit, language and perspective can reach. Unbound by two-dimensional mediums, French-American artist Niki de Saint Phalle (1930–2002) began building concrete sculptures of 22 Major Arcana cards in a 1979 architectural depiction titled the Tarot Garden. Located in Italy’s Tuscan hills and adorned by mosaic tiles, her The Empress sculpture not only takes liberties with the original tarot by featuring a sphinx wearing a crown, but the piece is a habitable space as well, which de Saint Phalle used as her artist’s studio.

From Leonora Carrington’s cross-generational and cross-cultural vision of tarot to Ithell Colquhoun’s abstract meditations on the Major Arcana and Niki de Saint Phalle’s external tarot structures, modern decks have evolved into even more personal realms of expression. Autobiography, for example, has been an underpinning of the work of American artist Bea Nettles (b. 1946) from the 1970s up to the present. While genre-eschewing experiments with collage, stitching, printmaking and other techniques have broken multimedia boundaries, photography has been the primary medium for Nettles, such as in her Mountain Dream Tarot, a deck composed of human subjects posing for the camera as traditional tarot figures. These monochromatic figures resonate with the immediacy that photography often affords, feeling both somehow trapped in the style of their era and like a time capsule of her personal experience with the deck.

Our decks are a botanical homage to tarot’s earliest, hand-illustrated form, yet were also conceived as an expression of the ever-present cycles of growth, harvest and rebirth that have enchanted artists throughout the tarot’s historical evolution. The Ophidia Rosa Tarot connects the reader’s personal transformation with the cyclical renewal of plants, flowers and centuries of mythic meanings. Exploring themes of feminism, institutional subjugation and personal empowerment, the Maiden Oracle features a hybrid of thought-provoking captions on cards with an adaptation to the more traditional Major Arcana. While we have seen artists seek answers of the tarot, within and without, from an autobiographical, meditative, sculptural or cultural standpoint, our Ad Orbita Tarot ponders a connection between the smallest living cell or seed to stars that beam from beyond our current space and time.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

WHAT IS TAROT?

Tarot is an inspiring way to understand your feelings, ambitions, distractions and dreams by offering thought-provoking context from something outside yourself. When we pull these cards, we relinquish control in a safe space, casting light into the shadowy corners of our self-doubt and obscured reason. There are times when simply asking a question of the deck will illuminate an answer within, well before any chosen cards suggest an insight. Have you ever found that it is easier to give a friend advice than it is to feel as confident in our own decisions, or that our friends or family have more helpful insights about us than we do? Tarot decks may be such a friend to you, helping you achieve an even greater, ever-expanding worldview, if you choose.

To use one analogy from nature, look at the way that trees grow, bending towards sunlight, splitting into multiple trunks where one trunk may be damaged. Below the ground, their roots spread with magical perception towards sources of water, from underground streams to condensation on the pipes of human-made water systems. The tree’s growing form is a reaction to context outside itself, seeking nourishment for growth, needing dormant states of rest, and strengthening its stems against the unpredictable elements.

Tarot cards, like nature, can be appreciated in nuanced ways, as small as a sprig of mint in a cocktail, or of great mystifying capacity, like the image of our growing tree. You may choose any significance that suits your personal taste for the current moment. Cards can be pulled individually, like wildflowers appreciated along a winding trail, or in spreads of multiple numbers, like a handful of stems in a bouquet gathered with specific intention.

While some may choose to light candles and invoke spiritual guidance with friends forming a circle around the deck, others may feel most comfortable reading cards alone with a cup of coffee on a sunny afternoon. All of the tarot’s power comes from within the unpredictable meanings of the cards themselves and your own journey towards uncovering their secrets.

MAKE-UP OF A TAROT DECK

In tarot as it is generally known and practised today, 78 cards make up a traditional deck, grouped into two Arcana (a word of Latin origin that means ‘secret’) – the Major and the Minor. While the 56-card Minor Arcana addresses questions pondered from day to day, the 22 Major Arcana cards encompass moments of longer-term reflection, such as one year’s full turn around the sun or a personal quest that persists through a lifetime. Like a bright pink peony flower in a bouquet, these Major cards are focal points to umbrella our readings with broader context.

The Major Arcana cards of this broader, life-encompassing group are named The Fool, The Magician, The High Priestess, The Empress, The Emperor, The Hierophant, The Lovers, The Chariot, Strength, The Hermit, The Wheel of Fortune, Justice, The Hanged Man, Death, Temperance, The Devil, The Tower, The Star, The Moon, The Sun, Judgement and The World.

The Minor Arcana contains four suits with 14 cards in each for a total of 56 cards. Every suit – Swords, Cups, Wands and Pentacles – follows a particular theme, from exploring relationships and our personal motivations to pondering goals and our approach to communication.

PAST TO PRESENT

As we have seen, artists have interpreted the cards of the tarot in myriad ways since its development in the Renaissance. While our botanical illustrations will guide us through the Major and Minor Arcanas, they are accompanied by images from the luminary Waite–Smith deck to provide a bridge back to tarot’s traditional origins.
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TAROT DECK
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The Major Arcana
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The Minor Arcana





TAROT SPREADS
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One-card pull
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Multi-card pulls





DEVELOPING A RELATIONSHIP WITH THE CARDS

For the first time in centuries, you may begin the process of choosing a tarot deck by considering what connects to your individual taste, comfort and intuition. Artists have created visions of the tarot from many perspectives, with modern decks that celebrate a more inclusive depiction of the traditional cards to decks that find meaning in a natural world that is untouched by human figures and social bias, such as our botanical works. While many novice tarot readers opt to form a foundational understanding of tarot through historically popular decks such as the Waite–Smith or Tarot de Marseille decks, you may be surprised by the pleasure and insight that can be achieved through working from a contemporary deck before tracing the roots of cards to their origins.

Memorization of the cards is not necessary and, in our view, may be a less fruitful path towards learning your deck of choice. Looking up meaningful reminders of the cards you pull individually, either in this book or guides provided with your deck, may add a rich layer of enchantment to your early readings. Approaching the cards with an open sense of wonder and absorbing elements on the cards with no rational meaning yet attached often allows our curiosity to be piqued and our intuition to be fertile for profound revelations.

The first step of our 78-card journey begins with the Major Arcana, as the symbols, names and figures on these cards contain more overtly recognizable traits and meanings that help guide a broader understanding of the more focused Minor Arcana cards. From there we explore smaller, 14-card paths that track unique but entangled journeys among the Minor Arcana suits. As with many fields, it is best to learn by doing. And so, we will then explore tarot spreads, starting off with a simple, one-card pull before discovering the thoughtful impact of multi-card pulls and arrangements.

It is our hope that this book will be an enlightening journey in and of itself, where we grow together with cards that bloom with purpose, from an ever-present botanical meaning to tarot’s storied past. When you read with any tarot deck, new questions will arise, both for novice, sprouting seekers and mature readers. With this first foray into the deck, however, you will know where to find the answers, how to glean meaning, and where tarot’s ever-enchanting journey may lead.
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