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Shuffie the cards. Lay them out. Thrn them over. 
Find a place (0 begin. Let's sec ... 

The year was 1985, and I think we all felt a \~dgue sense of anticlima.x of (he kind we shall probably not 
see again until 2002, and I didn 't know vel)' much about the Tarot. 

I was in Birminghanl, England, which is an odd place for an}thing to begin; after all, Birnlingham is 
one of my least favorite cities in the world. I like the people well enough: but it was in Birnlingham, 
several years before this, that the madman tried to stmngle me; it was on arrivi ng in Birmingham on 
this 1985 trip that I'd stepped over the knifed body at the top of the escalator, coming mit of New Street 
Station. It's a rare trill to Birnlingham that docsn·t have a small disaster connecled with it. It was 
September, and ( was attending the British t'antasy Convention, and I had with me a small hardback 
copy of Salvador Doli's Tarot. I was going to interview the author of the text that accompanied the 
Tarot. 

The author was a lady named Rachel PoUack: tall, fey, husky and elegant. 

Pick out the card for Rachel: the Priestess, perhaps, or the Empress. 

It was at that same convention that I met Alan Moore. He showed me Xeroxes of the first four issues 
of a comic he was doing with Dave Gibbons, called WATCHMEN, and I was stunned. (got Alan to show 
me what a comic script looked like, an action that was, in retrospect, going to have many ramifications 
for my future. 

Lay down a card for Alan. Still somewhere in the Major Arcana: the Hermit, or the Magician. 

I went, with Rachel , from Birmingham 10 Milford-on-Sea, a little English seaside town with no 
distinguishing marks or features, for a week-long writers' workshop. And it \V'dS there that I had my 
first Tarot reading (not by Rachel, but a year later, from author Mary Gentle), and it was there that ( 
learned most of what ( know that made me any kind of halfway decent writer, and il was there that I got 
to be good friends with Rachel . We had a common fondness for really weird arcana. She was the only 
other person I'd met who knew the details of what happens when the Messiah comes back (all the 
Jewish men have a party in a huge tent and C'dt Behemoth and Leviathan) and she knew details I'd never 
heard of (aU the Jewish women are out the back doing the washing up and having baby boys). She told 
me the coolest necrophilia joke I'd excr heard. She read comics, and we talked about the relationship 
between comics and the Tarot. She was aJso, in company with critic John Clute and author Gwyneth 
Jones, the person from whom (learned the most, about rC'dding and about writing, over the course of 
that week. 

Milford ended. Rachel returned to Amsterdanl. I went home, to my wife and my toddler and my baby. 
And 1985 moved from environment into memory. 

1986 was a year of odd coincidences and stntnge meetings. In the summer of 1986 I met an artist 
named Dave McKean . (He was still at art school , but he was, no doubt about it, an artist.) 

Dave is, and wa.<;, dark-haired, bearded, pony-tailed, \vith sharp eycs and a sharp sense of humor. He's 
a gentle person, very practical , very funny, who does not suffer fools, gladly or nthcrwise. 

A card for Dave? That 's a hard one. Dave is, without any doubt, The Artist, if erer there was one, in 
archetype and reality. Perhaps The World ... 

We got on well, Dave :Uld I, and began to work together. 



In 1986 Rachel returned from Amsterdam for the next Milford writers' workshop, and I brought a stol)' 
I was working on which would wind up being called Violent C,L'ieS when Dave drew it. More Tarot 
conversations; a Bill SienkiC'\\icl Supennan pinup in, if memo!)' serves, ACTION COMlCi #400, prompted 
a conversation about doing a Tarot of DC Comiq; charJcters. 

Rachel spoke of doing a Tarot of her own, with anists she admired - Hill SienkiewiC"l, for example, 
or Dave McKean. A few yC'drs later shc spoke 10 Davc, bUI nothing cver came of it - her lision wa'i 
too personal, and she eventually wound up rC'.uizing the only person who could drJw it was her. (It 's 
called The Shining Woman Tarot.) 

nip the cards. Feel them in your hands. Sandman turns up in 1988. Dave painL'i - or builds - or 
photographs - the cO\'ers. Mike Dringenbcrg drC'\v the first Sandman Tarot card, one of the illUSlrations 
for the text piece in SANDMAl'l #8, 

Rachel came to England from Amsterdam whilc I \Va'i working on the BOOKS Of MAGIC limited series, 
and she helped me with Madame Xanadu's four-card reading in Book 1\m. (We went into a small Tarot 
& Suchlike Esoterica shop in Camden, to pick out a card set fo r me, and I found m~'Self fceling like I'd 
just gone into a record shop with someone who, to my surprise, turned out 10 be one of the Beatles, 
as Rachel modestly admitted her identity 10 th e lady behind th e counter, and signl'tl autographs.) 

I designed four Tarot cards for BOOKS Of MAG IC, whi ch Scott lIamplon painted beautifully in the 
comic, and I discovered the joy of designing Tarot cards, a bug which bites and nl.,,·cr quite lets go. 

Every now and then , people would send me letters, physically or electronically, suggesting that wc do a 
Sandman Tarot - some people would even list their suggcstions for char.lcters. rd pass their 
suggestions on, butnotiting came of it. 

Moments of convergence and confluence. Cards stirred, and brought together. E\"cnL'i and actions and 
people ... 

Rachel wins the Arthur C. Clarke Award fo r Best SF Novel of the Year (fo r her remarkable book 
Unquenchable Fire) , moves from Amsterdam to New York Siale, and , throu gh a series of odd 
coincidences of her OW11, becomes the writer for DC's DOOM PATROL, a title in Ihe nascent Vertigo line, 
succeeding the irreplacC'Jble Grant Morrison. People al DC know that Rachel is an award-winning 
writer of mythic science fi clion. Nobody knows that she is a goddess of Tarol. 

Sharon Kattuah, in charge of gcner.uing DC's own merchandising progrJm, is a Tarot rC'Jder of old -
a dark-eyed lady who , dressed appropriately, would not look out of place in a Romany caravan . We 
met for the first time in Atlanla in 1993 allhe Diamond Distnbutors conference, where we salon high 
slools and drank squa'ihed fruit drinks. We talked about Sluff We'd I.o\'e To Sec - a statue ha'ied on 
P. CrJ.ig Russell 's drawing of Dream in SANDMAj\i #50, a DC'Jlh Tell1porJ.~' Tattoo, Ihc sil\'er ankh (with 
a long thin Death minicomic in the box) , and then 1 mentionl'tl the idea of doing a Venigo Tarot... 

I did nol know that Sharon was a Tarot person, although I found out \'ery quickly. J cenain ly didn 't 
expect her to go into high, dllrk places, and persuade some \'C!)' skl'plical people in suits that a Venigo 
Tarot really would be a cool , prJcticaJ idea, and rC'.tlly, peoplc honestly would buy it. nut she did. (She 
also made all the Atlanta Suggestions excepllhe ankh illio rC'Jlity, CH'n Ihe De-Jlh Tel1lpora~' Tattoos.) 



I mentioned}o her that Rachel wa<; an honest-to-goodncs'<; Tarot Authority, and scllta pile of books on 
the Tarot to Karen Berger, Vertigo Empress (which gives us Karen's card) ; and in the autumn of 1993, 
the four of us, Karen , Sharon, Rachel and I. found oursclVl'S in a hOlel suite in New York, surrounded 
by a strange collection of Tarol Cards - the Shakespearian Tarol, The M~lhic Tarot, The Amusing Cal<; 
Tarol, The Nouvelle CuiSine Tarot and suchlike, saying things li ke "Wcll, if wc're going 10 do it , I hope 
it 'll be bener than Ihis one. I like their packaging job, Ihough," 

The room wa" on the 24th floor, and 1 was astonished to find that the windows opened al l the way, 
something which seemed deepl)' unlikely in suicidal high-risc New York. (1\\'0 weeks, later I read in 
the newspaper, with a grim IOld,yoll-so satisfaction, that someone had just thrO\\l1 thcmseln'S ou t of 
that very selfsame \\indow.) 

We all immediately agreed that John Constantine was the Fool. After thaI our opinions were spi rited 
and varied ... 

The actual process, of deciding which of the Major Arcana should be which character, was one it would 
be impossible to describe without destroying the sense of magic and mystery which is essential 10 all 
true Tarot decks. It is possible thaI Wing-fooled Hennes, in his guise as Tholh of the Egyptians, rC\'C'J.led 
himself 10 us, and suggested strongly that, for example, Black Orchid should be Strength. It is equally 
possible that some cards were only agreed upon after one or more of the four of us thre'Jtent'<i to throw 
him·, hero, themselves-, out of the only functional 24th-floor window in New York. Let your imagi nation 
be your gUidc here. 

Rachel took Ollr notes and conclUSions, and sent them, togethcr with hackground of her own, across 
thc wide Atlantic Sea to Oavc. 

Dave McKean began work on the cards. He was fascinatl'<i by the idea of creating Tarot images using 
the computer - the blending of streams and traditions, Ihe mixture of old and ncw. And, as printout<; 
of the cards began to appC'"Jf, the rest of liS became increa<;ingly excited . What wc Wl'fC getting wa.;; 
indeed a Vertigo Tarot, but, more important, it \\~dS a contemporary Tarot. A Tarol perfectly appropriate 
for the cold and lonely end of the twentieth century. They were as strange, as beautiful, as detailed and 
as accessible as we had hoped. 

Rachel's text is entertaining, informative, and educati on al - a perfect accompaniment to tht' cards 
themselves. 

And il would nevcr havc happened, at lea'll, not in Ihis form, were it not for a succession of odd 
coincidences and confluences, of com'ergences and characters. Of whom, I suppose, in retrosp(.'Ct, I 
am also one. As, now, arc YO II ... 

Pick a card. Any card. 





The Tarot is an andent teaching disguised as a game. The Tarot is a fortune-teUing device based on 
universa1 symbols. The Tarot is an art fonn used for fortune telling. The Tarot is a game disguised 
as ancient t~lchings ... 
People studying the Tarot love to debate its origin. Ilardline rJlionalisl<; insist that the Tarot is nothing 
more than a card game, and only a fool (the first card in the deck is called the Fool) would fall for 
the idea that it comes from some secret source. Most people, however, prefer 10 think of secrets. 
Since the late eighteenth cenlUry, many sweeping theories have arisen regarding the Tarot's beginnings 
(how fitting for a Tarot ba<;cd on comics, a medium where every chamcler has a ··secret origin") . 
People have claimed the Tarot originated in ancient Egypt, Atlantis, or with a secret convocation of 
spiritual masters in the Moroccan city of Fez in the year 1200. Some Imve suggesled that the Tarot 
comes oul of matriarchal witchcraft, Tantric Goddess worship , Romany (Gyp~y) lore, jewish 
mysticism, Chaldean astrology, as well as many olher sources. 
Unfortunately for these theories and their supporters, very li ttle evidence exists to support them. 
What we know about the Tarot is that it first appeared in Italy around 1450 (playing cards of any 
kind are mentioned in Europe around fifty or so years C'd.rlier). The C'Jriiest known Tarot decks arc 
handpainted cards presented as a wedding present between the Sforza and Visconti families (the 
Viscontis ruled Milan). 
Whether or nOl it was anything else, the early TarOl certainly was a game, the ancestor of bridge and 
whist. The Italians called the game tarocchi; when Ihe French adopted it they named it les larols. 
People still play it in southern Europe and Nonh Africa. 
And yet... Certain images in the Tarot seem to cry oul for a symbolic, even an esoteric, interpretation. 
DC'dlh , the Devil, judgment-these all suggest religion. The Magician implies occult wisdom and 
pmctices. In another way, so does the Hermit. And what of the image of a Female Pope (predecessor 
of the modem card, the nigh Priestess)? Does that ring of heresy? In the 13th century a sect called 
the Guglielmitcs predicted that Christ would return in the year 1300 and usher in a golden age, led 
by women popes. As the new century approached, they elected a woman named Maria Visconti as 
the first woman pope. The church put down the heresy and burned Maria at the stake. Some 150 
years later, the first known Tarot deck appeared at a wedding of that same Visconti fam ily. And the 
Hanged Man, that mysterious image of a man dangling by one foot- he may have originated in the 
Italian practice of hanging traitors upside down, but if so, why does his face appear so f'dd iant? 
The evidence for mysterious sources for the Tarot lies primarily in the symbolism. For example, The 
Hindu god Vishnu is often shown with four arms, holding a disk, :1 lotus, a club, and a conch. At 
least two of these, the disk and the club, correspond to two of the four suits in the early Tarot deck. 
Something more directly Europeam.rnany myths and allegories exist around the image of the Holy 
Grail , Christ's cup from the Last Supper. Often the stories also tell of a sword, a lance, and a disk. 
These four objects are exactly those of the four suits (the lance and the cl ub are variations of Ihe 
same suit , now called Wands). Did the Tarot designers borrow them frolllthe Grail stories, or did 
both derive from secret symbolism that has been 10SIIO us? 
The most compelling connections for the Tarot lie with the complex system of jewish mysticism 
known as Kabbalah . Along wilh the four suits, the Tarot contains twenty-two trump cards. Kabbalah 
bases much of its ideas on the secret mC'dning of the twenty·two leiters of the nebrew alphabet. 
Those fou r suits also find a reflection in Kabbalah . K:lbbaJah describes fou r ··worlds,'· or stages, by 
which God cre-dted the cosmos. Each Tarot suit contains len numbered cards, Ace through Ten. In 
each of the four Kabbalistic worlds we find a Tree of Jjfe with ten eneq,'Y centers known as sepbirolh. 
The sui" also contain four Coun Cards: Page, Knight, Queen, and King. Kabbalah (and judaism in 
geneld.l) places a great deal of emphasis on God's four-leiter name, known in English as the 
Tetmgl"J/11 malon. 
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There is only.onc problem with aU these examples of symbolic links between the Tarot and esoteric 
systems. No actual evidence exists to support any of the theorics. In all the many thousands of pages 
of Kabbalistic texts we find no mention of anything resembling the Tarot. 
The Tarot deck emerged at the time of the Renaissance. The intellectuals and artists of this time 
were very taken with esoteric ideas and symbolism. We find images similar to Tarot in alchemy and 
allegorical street processions. Possibly, the cards began as a game, but the designers found it natul"a1 
to base the game on spiritual and even secret ideas. And maybe the Tarot does nOi belong to any 
particular system. Maybe this lack of any hard ideology is what gives it its stunning resiliency, so that 
all systems, all traditions, all mythologies-including the growing m)lhology of a Gertain line of 
comic books-can shine so wondrously in this simple pack of cards. 
The Kabbalistic interpretation ofrarot, and in fact , the entire occult tradition , began in the late 18th 
century when a French occultist named Antoine Court de Gebelin proclaimed that the "Book of 
Thoth ," the supposed book of all knowledge (rom ancient Egypt, had not been lost after all, but 
existed in plain Sight-as the lowly Tarot. In the late 19th century, another French occultist, Eliphas 
Levi (originally Alphonse Louis Constant) carried de Gebelin 's ideas further, with more complete 
links 10 Kabbalah. 
The links became fully established at the end of the 19th century with the work of a secret occult 
group called the Order of the Golden Dawn, based on Freemasonry and ROSicrucianism. A group 
of ritual magicians, the Order used complex ceremonies and magical devices to mise themselves 
to supposedly godlike levels. William Butler Yeats was the most famous member, but there were 
many other artists, writers, politicians, and even scientists. The Golden Da\\-TI lasted for about fifteen 
years, but its influence continues even today, not just in its actual ideas and practices, but also in 
its very image. When we see groups in robes casting mysterious spells in comics, or movies, we 
really are looking at a debased version of the Order of the Golden Dawn. As part of their work, they 
developed a vast system linking every Tarot card with Kabbalah, astrology, angels, demons, names 
of Gods, etc. The astrological attributions on the trump cards of the Vertigo Tarot are based (With 
variations) on the work of the Golden Dawn. 
Today, the Tarot draws on this complicated occult tradition, but the uses and ideas have expanded. 
Modern Tarot creators have linked the cards to various cultures (Native American, Persian, Mayan, 
Celtic, Voodoo, and many others) , specific mythologies (Arthurian , Norse, etc.) , abstract pictures 
designed to induce psychological states, art for art's sake, goddess worship, alchemy, nature, herbal 
mediCine, and science fiction- to name a few. 
Once we separate the Tarot from fixed ideologies, we can begin to look at it as a special work of the 
imagination. Our culture has a certifn bias against images and fantasies. We believe in systematic 
intellectual constructions; we look doubtfully at stori es. But stories and images carry a power that 
can outlast the most complex philosophical systems. Thai power is the ability to touch us at a deep 
level we cannot explain in normal terms. We feel it in a tingling throughout our bodies, in a sense 
of pleasure, or fear, or simply awe. We recognize a truth we cannot pigeonhole or explain. The Tarot 
works because when we take away all the books, and theories, and linkages, what remains are the 
pictures. Provocative, mysterious, making use of all those traditions without ever gelting stuck in 
them. 
And something else about the Tarot. We can shuffie it. The Tarot resembles a comic book in that it 
contains pictures shOWing ch<lracters doing things. Turn them over one by one, or set them down 
by number, and a story may emerge (this is particularly Irue of the trump cards, but it can hold as 
well (or the four suits). Unlike a comic book, however, the cards are not physically attached to each 
other. We can create a whole new book just by rearmnging the cards. 
We can learn a great deal abolltthe cards by looking al their sequence. For example, the fact th<lt 
the Devil, card 15 of the twenty-two trump cards, follows Temperance, number 14, and precedes 
the Tower, 16, tells us something <lhout the Devil 's "me-.ming." 
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This book, Like most others, examines the cards one by one. But once we have done all that, we can 
take the deck: mix the C'J.rds, and then look at them in a whole new way. And new relationships, 
new stories, will spring 10 life in front of us. 
The great Italian writer Halo Calvino called the Tarot "a machine for telling stories." He described 
it this way in the afterword to his book 711e Cas/Ie o/Crossed Des/illies. The narf'Jtor of the novel 
tells how he and a group of travelers, all unknown to each other, find themselves stranded in a 
castle. A curse prevents any of them from speaking, but a Tarot deck lies at hand. Choosing cen:tin 
cards and laying them down one by one like the panels of a comic----e'Jch tf'Jveler tells his tale. 
Only, we do not actually learn what each traveler wanted to say. Instead, we get the narrator's 
interpretation of the pictures. 
Longtime readers of the Vertigo comic Sandman may recognize a resemblance to the Sandman 
story "Worlds' End." There, too, a group of stranded tf'J"elers tell stories to each other. There is one 
important difference, however. The tf'Jvelers in the Sandman story can speak. By using words, they 
can make their stories more precise (though in fact, like all stories, these may convey messages the 
speaker never consciously intended). Comi c books have wo rds. Tarot cards do not. 
The situation of calvino's travelers in itself resembles a Tarot reading. No one can say definitively 
just what message a Tarot reading is telling us. We can only point to certain interpretalions­
stories-implied by the pictures. Thus, the truth of a Tarot reading does not depend on any absolute 
set of meanings. Instead, we create that truth, through the play between the pictu res, the facts of our 
lives, and the instincts of our imaginations. 
Venigo too explores the possibilities of story. Many of the Vertigo titles have their roots in mainstrC'JIll 
super-hero comics, with characters who sometimes go all the way back to comics' so-called hGolden 
Age" of the '30s and '405. But just as Dave McKean's an is more complex and sophisticated than the 
kind of pictures we're used to seeing in standard comics, so Vertigo has opened the way for 
contemporary innovative approaches to fanta<;y and characterization. 
Any thoughts that comics and Tarot cards make an odd mix, or that a comic book Tarot somehow 
belinles the Tarot's ancient wisdom, would probably stem first of all from the habit of not taking 
comics seriously. Of course, we also should remember that many people will dismiss the Tarot itself 
as trash, and see a comic book Tarot as a strange aJliance of two kinds of nonsense. Happily, these 
kinds of assumptions hav'e begun to change. One of the great openings of our time is the \villingness 
to look at despised parts of our culture, especially those considered childish, or ignor,mL It's no 
coincidence that the modem blossoming of Tarot has taken place in exactly the same time period, 
the last thirty YC'Jrs, a<; the resurgence of comic books. 
Both Tarot and comics affect us so powerfully because of the immediacy of thei r form. Whether 
they're used for storytelling or symbolic ideas, pictures impress their intensity on us. This is panly 
why many religious traditions have used sequential pictures to educate or inspire. Wndu comic 
books teach the stories of the gods, a group of chamcters very similar to American super-heroes. 
ReligiOUS groups in America publish comics from the Bible, often with more of an emphasis on 
mighty deeds (Noah leading the animals, David killing Goliath , Jesus mising the dead) than any 
moraJ teachings. Ln ~'rance some years ago I went to look at a small country church dating back to 
the Middle Ages. All around the waJls a series of sequential pictures comic-book panels-told the 
gospel story of the life of Jesus. There wa<; no narmtion or dialogue, but we can imagine the priest 
supplying the missing elements. 
The legend mentioned earlier of the Tarot's origin in Morocco in the YC'Jr 1200 tells us more about 
the power.Qf pictures than it does about history. According to the story, a group of spiritual masters 
from around the world met in the city of Fez. Despite their various nationalities, they shared a grC'at 
esoteric system of knowledge, originally from Atlantis according to some versions. Unfonunately, 
the sages knew that this universal knowledge was in d:mger. The world was fragmenting, and soon 
the splits between all the different cultures would m:lke it impossible to ret:tin the genuine tC'Jching.'!. 
Every society wo uld adopt its own version. Each tradition would get some things right , 
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but other things wrong, llild sliU other things would become covered over by local superstition. The 
sages debated oWhatto do and finally came up with an answer. They would encode their wisdom into 
pictures, using precise S}mbols disguised as a card game. The uninitiated would play the g.une, but 
wiser people would know to look at the symbols. And when all the teachings had become lost, or 
confused, the card game would carry the true knowledge forward, available for those with the 
wisdom to know, and to understand. 
The links between comic books and m}1h, evcn religion, are much greater than many people re-Mizc. 
Many people studying mythology or mysticism might trace their interest back to slIch "cosmic" 
comic book.'! as Jack Kirby's New Gods, or some of the early versions of Dr. Strange. Many of the 
Vertigo titles have deliberately mined esoteric ideas and images for their storylines. For example, 
The Salldmllli is famous for its arcane lore from many countries. The writer, Neil Gaiman, has said 
that he is nOI an esotericist, that he simply reads widely. In other words, he docs not follow any 
ideology or system. He foUows storics. 
Another Vertigo writer, Grant Morrison, often uses esoteric ideas in his storylines. In particular, he 
borrows images and concepts from the same Kabbalah which Court de Gebelin , Eliphas Levi , and 
the Order of the Golden Dawn, described as the secret origin of Taro!. Morrison has, in fact, used 
Tarot cards in a number of his comics. We can find similar examples in the work of any number of 
other Vertigo writers. 
The deepest connection between Tarot and comics may stem from a common source, thai of 
shamanism. Probably the oldest form of religion, shamanism is a loose term (the actual word 
"shaman" comes from the Tungus people of Siberia) for very direct experiences of ecstasy and 
magic. Shamans are found allover the world. They go into trances and travel to the realms of the 
spirits, where they get help from the gods, battle demons, and return with speciaJ powers and tools 
to help their tribe or community. Often, shamans will use various devices for divination. 
Many people believe that esoteric systems and teachings originally begin \vith shamanic ecstasy. The 
resemblances are strong. Like shamanism, esoteric religion stresses direct encounters with God. 
Jewish mysticism, for example, is filled with techniques for journeying to the "palaces of heaven~ " 

As an outgrowth of the esoteric tradition, Tarot teaches us to follow our own path to salvation. II 
begins with a Magician, shows images of death and rebirth, and moves through the darkness of the 
unconscious to the light of revelation . In short, it gives us a blueprint for our own shamanic journeys. 
What is "heretical," and dangerous, about the Tarot is the implied idea that we don't need priest'! 
to intercede between us and divine experience. 
In recent years, a whole f".mge of comics have drawn on shamanic traditions and im ages. These 
have included Vertigo titles as well as wore conventiona1 super-heroes. The shamanic connection, 
however, goes much deeper than a series of storylines. The shaman dresses in elaborate costumes. 
He travels to other worlds. He gains miraculous powers, sometimes based on the qualities of 
animals. Using his powers and magical weapons, he fights monsters and malevolent beings with 
equally fearsome powers. He further uses his powers to help and protect the community of ordinary 
humans. Does all this sound familiar? 
I am not suggesting any historic connections between tribal shamans and super-hero comic books. 
Instead, it seems to me that some of the same human impulses have given rise to both creations, 
that some of the people who first brought up the idea of the costumed hero may have been tapping 
into a kind of sublimated version of the energy that in other times and places has drawn the shamans 
into their trances. 
The Tarot ~lJll sen'e us as a tool for our own journeying. Maybe we will not make actua1 trance visits 
to other worlds, but we can let these strange and magicaJ images trigger our own imaginations. The 
Tarot cards carry a complex set of symbolic meanings from their long tradition. If we bring to the 
cards a whole new group of images, with their own collective history, the effect can make the journey 
deeper and more intense. 

15 



T H E 

• 
Ih A I o R 

A R C A n 

• 

• 

, 
• 

• 



The standard Tarot deck consiSl~ of SC\'cnty-eight cards-"sc1'enty-eight degrees of wisdom," as Charles Williams 
called them in ms novel The Greater Trumps. The SC\·enty·eight furthe r brC'dk down into two parts, the four suits, 
C'Jch with fourteen cards (fifty-six in all) , plus the twenty·two trump cards. People using the Tarot for dil'ination 
(readings) , or simply stud)ing them fo r their S)moolic mC'dnings, refer to the twenty·two a<; the Major Arcana, and 
the fifty·six suit cards as the Minor Arcana. "Arcana" mC'Jns "secrets," so that "Major Arcana" implies stuets of 
greater importance and power. 
The distinction between the two parts of the deck carries through in the card game. Charles Williams's expression 
"greater trumps" derives from the rules of les tarots. [n C'Jch hand, one of the players gel<; to designate a particular 
suit a<; "trump" (the same as in bridge). HowL'\'er, if someone plays one of those cards, and someone elsc can follow 
y,ith one of the 1\\·enty·two Major Arc.rna cards, then this grC'dter trump lIiU triumph ol'er the lesscr one (the word 
"trump" deril'es from triOIlf) . 
This rule from the game says something about the relationship between the two parts of the deck on the esoteric 
level as well. The Minor Arcana signify the daily experiences of life. They show us our joys and our JYJins. At one time 
or another, ("Jch of the suits will take precedence-in other words, the qualities S)moolized by Sword<; may dominate 
our lives at a particular time, but then a few weeks later, the qualities associated with Cups will take over. The Major 
Arcana, however, represent something deeller, something more spiritual, more archetypal. When these kinds of 
experiences appear in our lives, they take precedence ol'er the more mundane issues that usually will occullY our 
attention. They overtake the mundane in the same way that the World card will trump the King of Pentacles. 
The titles of the cards themselves have always made clear the distinction between the twu parts of the deck. The 
mysterious or majestic names, such as the Magician, the World, or the Hanged Man, all belong to the Major ArC-JOa. 
The Minor cards hal'e had to make do with titles as straightforward as Five of Wands, Seven of Swords, Queen of 
Cups. 
The pictures too have ahI"J~'S separated the Major and the Minor, even in the days before Court de Gebelin, when 
almost no one thought of the deck as a ~-ymbolic message. In virtually all Tarot decks before the twentieth century, 
the artist painted elabor-,lIe, fascinating pictures for the tl','enty·1\\·o tntmp cards, but only the simplest patterns for 
the suits. For example, the Chariot might sholl' a powerful warrior in a decorated chariot drawn by magnificent 
horses, one black, one white. Or the Wheel of Fortune might show an ornate wheel surrounded by animals, including 
a bear turning the wheel by a crank on the a·de. By contrast, the Five of Cups would show little more than five cups 
arr.rngcd across the card. The Court Gards, the Pages, Knigh ts, Queens, and King.<;, ("drried more elaoor-Jte pictures, 
but they tended just to strike fonnal poses, like an official portrait of the monarch. They could hardly compete with 
the Hanged Man, suspended by one foot from a tree br-Jnch, or the naked people rising from their coffins in the 
card of Judgment. To this day, many Tarot readers have the most difficulty interpreting the Court Cards, simply 
because the pidUres appear so static. 
Just as the card game gives p~ominence to the twenty·1\\·o Major ArcJJla, so have most writers on the Tarors esoteric 
s)mbolism. Until I'ery recently, books on the. Tarot have tended to go into great detail interpreting Ihe trump cards, 
only to add on a very short chapter at the end describing the suits. It is not UIiUSUalto find a three· or four-hundrL'<.I­
page book going into the ti ni est details of the Major Arcana, with 11 0 mention at all of the Minor. 
Whal do we mC'JO when II'e say that the Major Arcana represent "spiritual," or "archet)pal" experiences? First of all, 
we do not mean that they preach any particular religiOUS doctrine. We have seen how different people have pUl 
forward different theories for the Tarot's unoerlying message. But the Tarot eludes a11thesc attempts to pin it down. 
InstC'dd. it teaches something more fundanlental. 
The cards show us a vision of the universe as alive and libT"dnt at all lel'els. And they show our progress through life 
a~ a ioumey of joy and mystery. The Major ArC-dna tell a story, a tale of adventure. It begins with the Fool and takes 
him through a series of tesl~ and revelations, until he becomes IT"dnsformcd. /Ie gOL'S out in Iluest of something and 
discovers that he himself is the prize. 
The tenn "archetypal" refers to images, or story elements, that appear throughout hurmOl history, in many cultures. 
Each place 1I~11 gi\'e the archet)pc a local namr, but the underl)ing image will remain the same. Examples of these 
archetypes include the wise old man , the benevolent mother goddess, the demon monster, and the miraculous 
rebirth. Each of these, as well as others, appear in the Tarot (in order, they are the Ilennit, the Empress, the DCI'il , 
and Judgment). 
One very powerful arche~pe is the Trickster. Some cultures even bring this figure to life, a~ well as including him in 
their stories. A person, or a group, will lake on the behavior (and "ild clothes) of the sacred clown, pla}ing tricks 

. ' on the ,priests or officials, or else undercuttin g the rigid roles of society with their outrageous jokes. 
In the Tarol, the Trickster appears a~ the Fool , the wild card (many card historians beliCl'e that the joker in the 
modern pla~ing deck descend~ from the Tarot Fool) . Thosc p(.'ople \\'ho try to establish a fixed sct of S)mools for the 
Tarot find themselves arguing OI'er the place of the Fool. Does he go at the beginning? The end? Somewhere in the 
middle? l.ike the Vertigo character John Constantine, the Fool docs nOi belong anywhere. lie is an outsider. 
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subverting the cstaQli.shed order of the detk. We can call the Fool the hero of the Tarot pretisely because he cannot 
be pinned dO\\ll. Uelt-J\'els through aU the other cards. 
There life archetypal stories as well as imagcs', Think of all the !airy t.ale stories we read as children. Remember how 
in so many of them the hero, usually the youngest brother or,si~ler, is described as a good-for-nothing, a simpleton­
a fool. . 
Just as we can find a vast range of religiOUS and esOteric teachings within the structure of the Major Arcana, so we 
also can find a wide variety of Stories. The Tarot writer Mary K. Greer has taken the Oedipus story, as laid out in the 
plays of Sophocles, arid shown how we can map it onto the Major Arcana, card by card. Others have done the same 
with King Anhur. One of the stories I have fo llowed through the Tarot is that of the Greek Goddess Persephone, who 
was kidnapped by the God of De'Jth, and returned 10 the Ii\ing world through the struggle of her mother Demeter, 
Deml1er is often linked to the Empress, while the Star can represent Persephone. In Vertigo, Persephone makes an 
appearJrice in the Sandmall story of the Dreamlord's sOn, Orpheus. In the Vertigo Tarot we see hints of her in the 
Empress, the card usually connected to Demeter. 
The Major Arcana matches so many m}ths and fairy t.ales for the same rC'JSOns that it matches so many religious and 
esoteric teachings. Its underlying structure comes' from deep in the human imagination, the same source for a1llhose 
ditTerent tales and traditions. As we follow the Vertigo characters through the II'Jrious cards, we wi ll see how these 
fi gures too, wilh I~eir many different 9lO ri es, match the images and symbols of the Tarot. 
Each card in the Major Arcana acts in (at least) two ways. First, they tC'Jch us individual lessons. The Magician tells 
us something about power and consciousness. The Devil exposes our fears and desires. The Empress arouses our 
passion for life. But they also fonn a sequence. This is the great story in which aU the smaller, individual stories take 

• 
part. ,. 
Ibe is an overview of tnat great story The Fool (card O)sets out on his journey. He has to be a fool to give up a 
nonnallife and venture into this dangero~ unknown world. He encounters the Magician (I) and the High Priestess 
(2) . Each of them possesses power, bUlthey also represent the great prinCiples of existence: light and dark, male and 
female, conscious thought and the deep well of the unconscious. The Fool encounters nature and society in the fonn 
of the Empress (3) and the Emperor (4). The Hierophant (5) attempts to teach him traditional idC'JS, but, being a 
Fool, he falls in iove ·instC'ad. lie emerges from his Lo\'ers (6) experience seemingly more malure and in charge of 
his life, able to d~ive his own Chariot (7) . But he knows there are adventures he still hasn 't experienced. 
lie finds the Strengtb (B) to give evel)1hing up and become a Hennit (9). Now he seems to have gotten older and 
acqUired wisdom, But at heart he remains a Fool. He sees a \'ision of his own destiny in the Wheel of Fonune (10) . 
~'C'Jrlessly (another aspect of the Fool is his wild cOu .... <lge) , he accepts the Justice (II ) of who he is. For really the 

, first time, he makes the mo,'e from unconscious instinct to conscious self·awareness. 
Now comes a turning point. The Fool offers himself on the Tree of Ufe. RC\'ersing evel)1hing society has tried to \(~Jch 
him, he litemlly turns himself upside down by hanging by one foot. The Hanged Man (12) is crucial 10 the Tarors 
blueprint for enlightenment. lie represents all the ditTerent kinds of initiations devised by all the world 's esoteric 
traditions, from the ordeals of Siberian shamans and Tibetan Buddhists to the vision quests of the Lakota Sioux to 
)pung Aborigines mecting the spiri ts in the II'J.'>t deserts of Austra.l ia. In the Vertigo Tarot. the Hanged Man is Shade, 
the Chahging Man. In his comic book, Shade is attached to a power called the Madness. To the outside world, the 
Hanged Man does appear mad, as well as fool ish , for he reverses his whole life to find an inner truth. 
The Fool" appC'drS to die. lIanging on his tree, he shows his willingness to sacrifice his very life. Inste-.ui, what dies are 
his fears and defenses. After Death (13) , he sees himself reborn as the powerful angel of Temperance (14). 
Now he faces his greatesl test. With his new powers, he descend~ to the underworld and confronts the DC\il ( IS) . 
An e.xplosion des,roys the DC\'iI"s fortres.~, the Tq\\'er (16). But in facl, the Devil is rC'a.l ly himself, his dark shadow, 
and the lightning bolt that destroys the Tower is his own divine enefgy. /Ie finds himself in the dark nigln, \\~th only 
the Slar (17) to guide him and give him hope. lie must pass through th~ st .... ange dreamworld of the Moon (18) . 
When he emerges into the Sun ( 19) he finds himself reborn yet again, not as a powerlul angel, but simply as a child . 

• 
Il l' hears the horns of Judgment (20), telling him to take up his new life. bnally, he returns to t~e World (21). 
One way to organize our understanding of the Major Arcana is to see it in groups. If we set the Fool aside as the wild 
card, this IC'Jves twenty-one cards, or three groups of Sl ... ·en. Three is a sacred number in mallY cultures. We might 
\!link of such trinities as the Father, the Son, and the lIoly Ghost in Christianity, or Maiden, Mother, and Crone in 
Goddess worship, or B .... Jhma, Vishnu, and Shiva in Hinduism. Seven in many ways sYTllbolizes the physical world. 
Yoga teachcs us of the seven chakras in the human body. Each chak .... J glows with a color, These colors match the , 
colors of the rainbow, but only when the body is upside down, another clue to the importance of the Hanged Man. 
There arc SC\'en openings in the human head. Our week contains seven dars betause the naked eye can see SC\'en 
plJUlcts, including the sun and mooll. Three, therefore, represenl~ the l)Ower of the gods, while seven s}mbolizes 
human experience. 
The three groups are 1-7, 8-14, alld 1 ; -21. t::lch of them {,lid .. with a kind of I'ittory over the challenges of that line. 
The first ends in the strong will of the Chariot. the second in the calm angel of Tempe .... .ulce, and the lasl in the Wurld, 
with its \ision of the whole universe as ali\ing organism. 
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We can 1C'.lm a lot about the cards by comparing them to the ones above and below them, That is, the Magician, 
Strength, and the Devil each 'occupy the first position in their IinC5----(:ard .. One, l-:ight, and Fifteen . What do these 
three have in common? lIow are they different? In what way does each of them stan a line of development? 
We also C-Jll compare cards by their numbers. Five and fifteen suggest a relationship. When we look at the lIierophant 
(High Prie~) and the [)c..;l, definite associations might come to mind. In the Vertigo Tarot these two arc old enemics, 
Morpheus and Lucifer. But they may be more alike than either one would want to admit. Another number relationship: 
the number fifteen is written as a one and a five. If we add these two we get six. This gives us a connection bem'een 
the Dc\'j] and the lovers, Traditionally, the m'O cards signify m'o sides of sexuality, '"pure" relationships "ersus dark 
lust. In the Vertigo Tarot the connection becomes reinforced when we lC'drn that the Lovers card shows an angel 
from heaven in a lm'e affair with a demon from hell. 
Another way people ha,'e approached the Major Arcana is to compare it to other symbolic systems. People have 
linked the cards to Hebrew leiters, alchemical signs, Runes (the Runes are a GennaniScandinalian alphabet that 
wa'> uSl'<i for di'ination and magic as well as ordinary writing) , I Oling hexagrams, and in panicular, astrology. The 
astrological links which most Tarot people consider tradi tional derive from the Order of the Golden Oawn , with 
some modem revisions to bring in the disco"ery of the oUler planets. 
On the Venigo Major Arc-JIla cards we can ~ the astrologic-.t.I ~ymbol along the bottom margin , laid over the name. 
Dave McKean has mostly followed the Golden Dawn system, but with some interesting variations. Seve ... .t.I planets 
appear on two cards, suggesting a special link bem'cen them , The Empress and the Star are bOlh Venus. The Emperor 
and the Wheel of Fonune arc both Jupiter. Death and the World are both Saturn. In C'.lch case, the higher card (the 
Star, the Wheel of Fonune, the World) displays an extra flourish on the planetary symbol. If we wish to think about 
what connections these links establish, we might think first of all about the two c-.lrds, what they have in common, 
how they differ, in what way could the second one represent a '"higher" \'ersion of the first. And then we can think 
a'> weU about the planet and what that S)mbolizes. For instance, the planet Saturn significs limit ... DC'dth might mC'Jll 
reaching the limits of our ordinary way of living, while the World might symbolize a transcendence of all ou r 
limitations. 
The most interesting astrolOgical "link" in the Venigo Tarot comes bem'cen the lIierophant and the Devil. Neither 
one bears any astrolOgical s}mbol at all. We alrC'.ldy ha"e seen a connection between these twO cards from their 
numbers, their traditional meanings, and their Vertigo characters. Now we can think about what it means that neither 
one is linked to any of the stars and planets. 
So far, most of the ways we have looked at the Major ArC-JIla come from their traditional s}mbolic images. But what 
mak('S this deck unique is the source material for the chamcters on the pictures. Each card linked to a panicwlar 
Vertigo character gains a whole new range of mC'Mlings from that character's history and (Iualities. At the same time, 
the Venigo line a .. a whole gi,·cs a special quality to this panicular Tarot deck. 
There is no single Venigo style, but there is a kind of shared Venigo sensibility. The qualities involved include dark 
fanta .. )', sophisticated charaCterization , a sense of irony, and self-aware \\~t. The Vertigo Tarot brings many of these 
same qualities to Tarot tradition. The pictures themselvcs arc phYSically dark. The characters seem to half emerge 
from intcnse blackness. Often, they arc panially lit by sharp golden light. Sometimes the light becomes red, as if 
turning to blood. 
Another featu re running through these cards (Minor as well as Major) is the use of text. We have seen how one 
difference between the sequential pictuT('S'Of Tarot and those of comics is the fact that comics have words and Tarot 
cards do not. In m:my of these pictures, (}J\"e McKean has added fragments of letters or linL'S of type. In almost every 
case, the surrounding images obscure the actual words, making the text unreadable. The effect emphasizcs the 
cards' mystery and the inabili ty to pin them down to slx'cific mC'JIlings. 
The Venigo sensibility also comes through in the choice of characters to match the panicular trump canIs. While 
in some cases the charaLler and the c-ard fi t perfectly-most obviously, \\~th the use of OrC'.un '5 older sister, DC'dth, 
for the card of ne-dth--often the m'O seem like extreme opposites. For the all-powerful Emperor, who in most decks 
sits rigidly on his throne, we find the Geek, a li 'ing r.tg doll, who can hardly sit upright. For the ,mgel of Tempcrance, 
majcstic in his calm and moderation, we sec Delirium, totally swept up in her own intemperate nature. 
These mismatches arc not jusl per.·ersc. By undercutting the tr.lditional trump figures, the Venigo Tarot allows us 
to Sl'C them in a new way, in much the same way thaI Venigo comics show us fanta!>), from a new perspective. They 
sub\"en the standard images in order to give them fresh life. 
The various Venigo characters do something else for the C-.lTds as well. They give them a new life, the life of their 
own storicl. When wc look at the lIieropham we can think of all the s}ll1bolism associated with the card. We can 
think 'a~ well of thc '".lrious tmdilions of high pricsts, from tribal elders to popcs. But now we also can think of 
Morphcus. the Lord of Dreams, of all his talcs, of the magical worlds of the IJ rt'anl ing, and of all our own drC'.lms 
and fanl:l~ies inspired by rC'dding SlIIulmrlll . The Major Mc;m,L, reposi tory of so many t ... .lditions, has opened itself 
oncc morc, absorbing and adapting a whole new m)1hology. 





THE FOOL--JOHN CONSTANTINE, 
from "HEII.BLAZER" (Uranus) 

Think of the Major Arcana as a comic-
book story. After all, it is told in pictures. Like the best 

comic books, the Major Arcana begins with a hero, a wild 
outsider with strange powers. He is a lone mystery man, i 

his nose at the universe, looking for adventure. Eventually, he 
confront his deepest fears and weaknesses. He will go beyond his 

needs to encounter the wonder and strangeness of existence. I 
redisco\'cr the childlike freedom which has always been his driving 
Finally, hc will return as something greater than he himself could 
predicted. And yct, he wHl remain himself, .... ith his own rebellious . 
the story of thc Major Arcana, and thc Fool is its hero. 

It is also the story of John Constantine: thc cynic who cannot resist 
hclp, thc outsider who baules against all authority, even including 

the Devil. The Fool's most important ~)mbo[ is his number, O. 
outside the sequencc of all the other cards, with their set ,II, 'Ges. 

Fool remains free because he is nothing, no thing. He does 
any hierarchical position. John Constantine has no . 

followers . His refusal to settle down costs him his 
his friends. Constantine and the Tarot Fool are 

tricksters, gelling into and out of trouble 
for the experience. 
The most famous image of the Fool shows a 
man about 10 step off a cliff. A dog or a cat 
beside him, and he holds a flower i 
Here, Ihe sun becomes a kind of 
explosion, the flo wers ha\'e wilted, and the 
animal has become a skeleton penetrating his 
body. We are seeing the dark side of the Fool, 
the price he pays for placing fret'<iom above 
all other V'Jlues. 

Divinalory meanings--Wildness, laking ri sk~ . 
Some kind of lcap of faith . Resisting authority, 

following your own path. 
Reversed--Hesitancy, caution . Difficulty 

trusting your own instincts. 
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THE MAGICIAN-­
TIM HUNTER, from 
"BOOKS OF MAGIC" (Mercury) 
Traditionally, the Fool shows a child or youth, while the 
Magician depicts an all-powerful adept. In this Tarot, the 
Fool is one of the most powerful magicians in comics, 
while the Magician shows a young man who has just 
begun his studies. Just as the Fool showed us the 
price of eternal innocence, so this Magician gives 
us the fearsomeness of taking on responsibi lity. 
In the original four-part "Books of Magic," 
TIm Hunter did nOl seek out magical training. 
The archetypal world had 10 lure him away 
from his ordinary reality. 
The Magician begins the numbered cards. If 
the Major Arcana represents the Fool's journey, 
the Magician is the first thing the Fool encounlers. 
Tr'J.ditionally, he symbolizes the acti\'e principle. We 

associate this principle with light, action, \\ill, cre'dtivity, 
consciousness and masculinity (though nol 

necessarily men; a woman can embody the 
Magician, and in fact, each of us experiences these 
qualities at different times in our lives) . Here, the 
light shines in Tim's face and reflects off his glasses--

the classic image of the nerd. Behind the glamor of magic 
(or any cre-.lti\·e activity) lies a lot of hard work. The book in fron 

of his forehead suggests all the tedious study it takes to become age. 
The Tarot Magician often is depicted standing with one arm pointing a magic 
wand up 10 hC'.l\'Cll and the other channeling the energy dOWllIO the' h. Cre-dlive 
energy does not come from inside ourselves, but moves through s. Virtually all 
writers and artists williell you Ihal when Ihe work goes well, it sec s to come from 
oUl~ide, and they just set it down on paper or canv-JS. TIm Hunter epC'dl'i Ihe famous 
gesture here, but 'With a certain hesitancy, or shyness, as if awed b the power invoh'l'li. 
John Constantine has the knowledge but not the responsibility 10 ccome Ihe Magician . 

Whatever he touches he deslroys. Tim lIunler will take the resp lOsibility to study and 
dC\'clop himself. BUI because he can focus the energy aroun him, he may become 

far more dangerous than Constantine e\'Cf could be. 

OivinalOry meanings--Power, knowled , cfC'.ltivity. A sense 
of life as magical , when eve thing goes right. 

Rcversed--Weakness or su pressed energy. 
Alternatively, the need to usc wer responsibly. 
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TIlE IIIGH PRIESTESS·· 
MAD H"TIIE, from "Df'ATH: TIlE 
HIGH COST OF LIVING" (The Moon) 
The Tarot High Priestcs.<; (sometimes called the 

Female Pope) reprcscnts thc Magician's 
oppositc: rJlhcr than acti\·c, dark 

rather than silent T".uhcr than expressive, 
rather than the 

blazing expression . There is nothing 
weak about this card. Think her as the stillness 

of deep water, whose secrets no cver disco,·er. 
Usually, the card shows a silent wo'~"'" sitting before a 
temple, whose entrance is blocked curtain , or ""eil" 
(the famous occultist 
"Isis Unveiled'·). The Venigo 
image. Mad Hettie posesscs all the 
but she lives the life of a bag lady. 
abo\"e her head, its fo rm resembling 
animal. 

of a priestess, 
sec a shopping bag 
opcn jaws of a wild 

While the traditional Ihgh CS1'''~ remains silent, lIettie 
babbles, like any crazy woman on corner. And yel, 
in a world that does not recognize , her muttering 
will guard the secrets as well any ancient temple. 
The High Priestess is often thought as a virgin. To some 

this comes from a male· occult tmdition. 

were much more often crones, 
childbearing and could tum their 
of Mad Hettie, and in fact, the 
suggests grC'JI age. 

as priestcsscs, they 
ncn who had passcd 

nWl'" . The face 
quality of this card, 

There is something frighten ing ,ou'pldwomen, espedally 
those who do not go quietly to rocking chairs. We 

25 

suspect them of witchcrJfi and powers. The red 
of thiS card suggests an angry . The usual pillars 
of the temple becom,", . 1 . Instead 
of a \"eil, we see that wild 
begin to suspect that the High 
sec rets more to protect 

action. 
what is 

. Wisdom, 
things which 

normal tcrms. 
stillnes.<; to 

yours. 
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TIlE EMPIlliSS--T1TANIA, QUEEN Of. nm FAlRlliS, 
from "BOOKS OF MAGIC' (Venus) 

The High Priestess signified the mysterious depths of 
femininity. The Empress represents female passion, in 

all its aspecls--sexuality, fertility, motherhood. 
MythoJogicalty, she is the Goddess of nature and abundance. 

She does not just rule the world, in the way we think of the 
Jewish or Christian God ruling the universe from outside. 

She is the world. She is the spiritual power that gives life to 
the land and its crC'.uures. Titania, queen of the land of Faerie, 
expresses Ihis idea of complete identity with her world. 
The traditional version of Ihis card shows the Empress sitting 
in a garden, wearing a crown of stars. She is identified with 
Demeter, Goddess of the green Eanh. The Venigo card emphasizes 
the Empress's lush sensuality. Instead of sil1ing on a throne, 
she stands in a universe of ripe fruit. Her naked breast appears 
like another offering. Unlike t~e High Priestess, she holds 
nothing hack. But her face remains clouded, for we can 

experience her gifts, we can taste her and live from her, 
but we can never re-J.l.ly know her. 

Around her he-Ad we see a kind of cracked halo, as if 
she has descended from heaven 10 rule our imperfect 

world. Constellations mO\'C O\'CT her right eye, reminding 
us that the Empress of nature rules the sky as well as 

the Earth. On me left side of the picture we sec two halves 
of a fruit. The skin looks like an apple, but the many set>ds 
suggest a pomegranate. If so, this suggests a new range 
of ideas. Demeter blighted the world when the Lord of 
the Dead kidnapped Demeter's daughter, Persephone. 
Persephone returned, but because she had eaten a 
pomegranate, she must spend part of C\'e'1'year as queen 
of the dead. The Empress is Persephone as well as 

Demeter, winter as well a~ summer. 

Divinat0'1' mC'.utin~--Passion , sensuality, desire. 
Motherhood and nurturing. 

Reversed--Detachment, emotional 
distance. Thinking somcd1ing through. 
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THE EMPEROR--
Upl er 

he traditional Emperor card shows a powerful, 
man siOing on a throne. Often he hold.'i a scepter and a globe of 

e world. He may wear annor under his imperial robe. As the Empr~ 's 

onsort, he brings law and human sociely to her abundant nature. In a \\ der 
nse, he signifies the ide-.a of structure, including the la\\'5 of nature, im losing 

rder on chaos. Because of his emphasis on law and SOCiety, many people ' him 
, a symbol of repression. 

he Gcek is wonderfully opposite to all of this. Instc-.ad of a rigid figure in nnor and 
rincely robes, he is a rag doll, brought 10 life by a <Iuirk of nature. Far fr m a ~)'Jllbol 

r structure, he naps about, his head tilted impossibly to the side, and a dazed sweet 
xpression on his face. Rather than laying down the rules fo r others to fo l ow, the GL'Ck 

t 'es, helplessly, to figure out human sociCl)'. 
'fe sec him sitting on a rigid throne, but in his own noppy way. In fact, th 
!lreams upward.'i suggests that he has fallen onto his Emperor throne, or 

as! it (remember the traditional Fool stepping off his cliff) . lIis face and 

way his hair 
is falling 
Y fC('J.!1 

nch, the English puppet. The anns look human, though the hands and fin rs stick 
OUI in strange angles. Uis scepter and th rone dangle from strings li ke 

marionett(!s. Below them, we see actual marionettcs, a rna 
and a woman reaching out to C'Jch olher. 

They may thi nk 
they Control their own destiny, 

but in fact, it is the Emperor's choice what 
happens to them. Though none of us has any actual 

strings attached 10 our amlS, we may be more controll 
outside fo rces than we like to admit We can also read a Ihical 

meaning in the GCt!k's puppetry, In his story, the G 
the power to occupy and bring to life any doD or image. n our ordinal)' 

world we have 1C'J,mcd that those who rule the lOla cs can often pull 
the strings for the n~t of us. 

2' 

Divinatory meanings--Law, tructu re, the social 
-<"*" ... II-oI'-these may be- s powerful than they 

seem. May also mC'J./1 fatherhood. 
RL'\'erscd--WhatC\'er undemlincs law and 

order. DiscO\'ering .. "ho is pulling 
the slli ng.'i. 





THE HlEROPHANT·· 
MORPHEUS, from 'i llE SA:'l'DMAN" 

(no astrological allribution) 
The lIierophant used to be called The 
Pope, Some modem deck. .. name him 

the lligh Priest, to show that where the 
IUgh Priestess conceaJs the inner mysteries, 

the Hierophanl reveals the outer truths. In many 
ways, Morpheus, also called the Sandman, Dream, 

and the Lord of Dreams, is the \'ery image of a IJigh 
Priest. Uke a High Priest, Morpheus docs not so much 

act in his comic as preside over it. Often, he will not C'o'en 
appear for several issues, and yet his presence pervAdes the 

story. It also is fitting that the Hierophant for the Vertigo Tarot 
be a master of drC'JJJls. Though the various Vertigo titles make 
no attempt to fonn a single continui ty (or style) , many of them 
move in and out of a dreamlike state. 
In many Tarot decks, the lIierophant rcpresenl'i orthodox spirituali ty. 
By contrast, Morpheus has seen all religions come and go. He 
knows them as spcdal dreJJJlS, and so can lead us beyond specific 
teachings to the strJ.Jlgeness and beauty of sacred experience. The 
word "hierophant" actually suits him \'ery well, fo r itliter.dly means 
"one who shoYis sacred things." In Greece, the hierophant presided 
O\'er the Greater M)'Steries of [)cmeter and Persephone (remember 
the Empress) . 
Morpheus here appears more sensual, C'o'en androg)llous, than we 
usually sec him in his own book. We sec the darkness of night in 
the card, but also strJ.Jlge colors, suggesting the luminous variety 
of dreams. He holds up his hand in blessing, a gesture from the 
standard imagery foc the card. The wand he holds looks at (lrst 
like the Greek Orthodox triple cross (another standard Hicrophant 
image), When we look closer we see that the crosses are wings. 
Uke something from a dream thcmseh'cs, the \\ings signify 
the trans(onnational power of dreams, 

Oivinatory meanings--Teachings, traditional idC'd.", 
\\isdom. Gaining wisdom or knowledge from dn.oams.. 

Reverscd·-Unonhodoxy, finding )'our own path . 
• 

31 



-. , .' -



TIlE LOVERS--
CHANTINELLE AND TANI, 
from "HELLBL\ZER" (Gemini) 

power . in our 
,,~. Besides le-Jding us to love, 

desire Uberates us from being 
of our parents (Empress and 

)en") ,, or simply doing whateo.-er society 
tells us (Hierophant) . Sexuality helps make 
us individuals. We see this very strongly in thL~ 
Vertigo version of the card. Tani, an angel from 
he-J\'en, Chantinelle, a demon from hell··no two 
lovers have c\'er defied their "parents" and "society" 

more than these two. 
Partly, the story of this romance derived from the idC'J 

that hea\·en and hell are really the same, because they 
wield absolute power and use it to protect Iheir pmileges. 

they represent the upper classes, whether they 
the roles bad guys. At the same time, the 

embody the idea of sex and love overwhelming all 
ideology. 

'"" of The Lovers depict Ihem standing apart, in a f'Jlher 
' m,mn,,,. Here we see them touching, and almost merging, 

the demon seems to put her hand through her partner's body. 
i heads appear both inflated and"fragile, like eggshells. We 
i think of the heads as representing the abstract ideas of 
good and C\il. But here a kind of explosion breaks through these 

shells, merging them in love and desire. Similar Dashes of light 
appear in the darkness around thei r groins. Both appear 

androgynous, almost identical to each other. When we look 
close, we see horns emerging from the head on the right, and 

truncated golden wings from the shoulder blade of the one 
on the left. The demon's 

Divinatory meanings·-I.ove, sexual desire, 
0-

relationship. May also mean the 
opposites. 

--" 

Reverscd-·Difficulties in rela! 
Opposition between 

need to 
or 

sociL1Y. 
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TilE CHARIOT--THE ENIGMA (Sagiuarius) 
This is the most abstract of aU the Major Arcana 
images. It gives us a sense of something un6nished, 
something only partly in the world. Of the Chariot itself, 
we see only the horse's head and the wheel. Both have 
a rough look, with the horse just outlined. The head 
within the ouliine looks partly dissolved. It resembles 
a fish. Of the ChariOl driver himself, we see only a hand 
holding the reins. 
The Chariot sometimes bean; the tilie ';ViClory." It culminates 
the first group of seven cards. To master (or at least confront) 
those first lessons-osuch issues as nature, SOCiety, sexuali ty-­
allows us to make us a place for ourselves in the world. But 
there are stiU fourteen more cards, two whole levels. And so 
the victory he re is incomplete , on ly a beginning. 
The Chariot Signifies the power of will. The Enigma controls 
the world around him through the force of his mind. lie takes 
over people's personalities and changes them into characters 
from an old comic book.· He takes over Michael, pushing 
Michael's hidden homosexual ity to emerge, so that he and 
Michael can become JO\-ers. He can even change reality itself. 
And yet, there is something desperate about this card. 
Something fearful. Despite all the abstraction, the Chariot 
driv,cr seems about to impose order on a fonnless existeflcc. 
But he does so because he cannot tolerate a world he 
cannot control. In the comic, Michael discovers that the 
Enigma's need to take over the world and remake it into 
his own fantasy derives from massh-e and tcrri~ing ahuse 
he suffered as a child. This says something about the 
ChariOt's concept of wiU, not just for this deck but for 

all versions of the card. 

Divinatory me-.mings--WiU, great force of character. 
Success, power. 

Reversed--Wcak:ening will. Doubt, but also openness 
to sharing, or working with others. 
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~'TRENGTl I --BL\CK OROIIO (Leo) 
Strength often contrasL~ the aggressive will of the 
Chariot with a gentle, more persuasi\'c kind of power. 

In the Olariot we saw an absI:r-Jct, yet very bright image. 
Uerc we see a much mo re representational 

image. And yet, the woman is dark, very 
is distorted, as 

L though 
we see her 

she appears passive, 
Originally, the card of 

clubbing in the head of the Nemean 
aggressive image was changed to that of 

Hercules 

woman taming a lion. Usually, she holds lion's mouth, a~ 
if persuading him not to roar. Often, she w~~: girdle of flowers, 

extending the flower chain to a wreath al the lion's neck. 
With Black Orchid, we see the world itself taming the 

animal \iolence of humans. Black Orchid is of the plant 
world, a defender of the Green and its secrets. uses the power 
of perfume, a \'ery gentle kind of strength indC(.>d, humans, 
and command them to serve her. 
The submerged quality of the card suggt'Sl<; me 
consciousness , slow and mysterious, 
incomprehensible for humans. 
her namesake, the orchid. 

of plant 
distant, and 
her head like 

Instead of taming a single lion and closing his laws, she appears 
10 hold back two . fact , she holds 
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open the mouth of a . 
side of its jaw. 

human greed and 
a holding battle against 

this modem Tarot 
ultimate solutions 
on ly a greater 
mysteries of our 

Divinatory 
charActer 

eyes on either 
reaJlytame 

but only figh t 
. Strength in 
promise any 

happy endings, 
.. of the 

I 

of 

more 
Feelings 





TilE IIERMlT--
TIlE PHANTOM SfRAl'i'GER (Taurus) 
The Phantom Stranger bridges the gap 
between Vertigo and the more tr'Jditionai 

··hero comics of the ~~ __ 

chan~ed 
char-dcters, tbe 
rctlincd much 
did in . 
because his 
remoteness 
dark >t. <on 

to become Vertigo 
Stranger has 

,,,,une qualities as he 
This is 

of mystery and 
cead pointed 10 the 
wo rld of Ve rtigo. 
Uennit shows an old 

at night on a 
. li e holds up a 

. The 
because he looks 

rather than 
"'+.," in the ordinary 

like India and 
enn' have 

or dark forests 
10 nlCi 

The Strange r Is 
tered in 

or al least dark 
silualions. 
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His origin and history remain 
IUs recent Vertigo 
added a ce rtain 
character without 
:tr1}thing away. lie may still 
of nowh ere and help "" 
keeping his own secrets. But 
fi nd that his persona of 

~K>n" or t"'t'ef1 fear. As . 
we do not find any absolute 
easy assumptions of power. 
lIennit for the late ty,'entieth <tn 
We sec him here struck by the 
of his own existence. He 
hands. They' 
h"cannol. "" I connect . 
feelings) to any of the things 
The danger of the He.nnit is 
person "i thdra,,'S from the 
find it \'ery difficult to 
hands as posith'e and 
dark. The lIermitlooks at 
conflicts of life without recl 
himself plays a part in 

oncc a 
he may 
see the 

he 

IdfaW.ll, :u.'ling alone, 
connecting "ith 

more im'Ol\'ed with 
others. Becoming more activc in the world 





TilE WHEEl. OF FORTUNE--DFSflNY, from "SANDMAN" Oupiter) 
the Phantom Stranger, since this, the oldest 

siblings, ' aloof, mysterious quality. In fact, 
i. remoteness with Black Orchid as well, giving us a trio r en", 
same time, where Black Orchid struggles for justice, and the Phantom 
trouble, Destiny remains uninvol\·ed. Knowing the entire pattern of 

anything? 
behind the Wheel, as if he himself sel it spinning. The . 

make it appear tum, hypnotically. They give off golden strands, like the threads 
cut) by the hrel Fates in Greek mythology. Words spin ofT as well within the 
written text at bottom of the wheel. In The Sandman , Destiny usually appears \\ith 
containing all past and future . Destiny's black headdress merges with the night 
stars implies end of th e universe, when even the Endless mu st . 
On the left side Wheel we see a snake slithering downwards. On the right, a 
6gure reaches When we look closer, we can identify it as a bird-headed man. In Tarot 
represent the Gods, Set and Anubis. Set brings death , while Anubis guides dead 
rebirth in world. Some people view the Wheel of fonune as the wheel of . 
kanna. 

. grcat book 
\'cry few 
entropy. 
abstract 

0' 

The attributi.on for this card is Jupiter, the same as with the Emperor, b~ with an 
extra as if to signify a higher le\'el. The Emperor may represent laws and 

but he 100 mu~ his dest.iny. In Greek and Roman myth, the all-powerful Jupiter 
Necessity (Ananke) . 

"l:~;~~::~~i of circumstances. l:.\'cnts taking I without consciou~'control . 
Reversed·· Taking hold of your destiny. Discovcring the causes behind 

events. 
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JUSTICE-­
THE GOLDEN AGE SANDMAN, 
"SANDMAN MYSTERYTIlFATER" (lib",) 
The Golden Age of comics (1930s and '405) 
intnxluced the idea of the super-hero. WeslcyOodds, 
the Sandman of that period, was one of these costumed 
figures, a crimefighter who used a gas gun 10 render his 
enemies unconscious. Wesley Dodds has been brought 
trJ.Ck now, in Vertigo. He still fights crime, bUI now they are 
more often crimes of hate and prejudice. And even though 
he slill uses a gas gun, he is more realistic now, without great 
powers or even great muscles. He may put evil to sleep, but 
he cannot eradicate it. 
The phl"'dSC "sense of justice" appears al the upper left, and 
near the bollom (tradi tional Tarot symbolism makes much of 
the ideas of "above" and "below," the spiritual world and the 
world of human experience and morality) , In both cases, 
the words "of justice" are mostly cO\'ered up, so that "sense" 
becomes emphasized. The Golden Age Sandman's justice 
does not depend on laws, but on his own inner 

sense of right and wrong. 
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Wesley Dodds does no actually like what 
he docs. Ue would .-ath r live a priV'dte life. 

But he likes what he sees 'en less. And unlike 
most of us, he cannot rna e himself look away. 

Sight is the main attribute ustice, In tmdiUonai 
versions, the Goddess of Ju lice stares out at us, 
challenging us to look hon . tly at who we are. 
For this reason,Justice stan at the exact C('fller 
of the numbered trump c ds, with ten cards 
before, and ten cards after. 
We do not see the Golden e Sandman's eyes. 
He himself sees most cl Iy from within his 
ma~k. The persona of the G Ideo Age Sandman 
swallows his personali ty, d he can see only 
On)justice, Crude eyes, Uk a child's drawing, 
lie in the scales, and b ow. The force of 
Justice becomes balanc d by the courage 

10 see .... ilh the eyes of child. 

Ohinat0l)' mC'dClings--HonCSly, espL'Cially 
the honesty to look at you rself. A 
pa~ion for justice, A fair outcome, 
especially in a lega l issue. 

Re ve rsed --0 is h 0 nes t y, 
especially with yourself. 

An unfair outcome 
or situation . 





TIlE flANGED MAN·· 
SHADE THE CHANGING MAN , 

• (Neptune) 
The Hanged Man forms one of the 

Tarot's most compelling and mysterious 
images. We see him here close to the traditional 

iconogrdphy, suspended by one foot, upside down, 
from a tree branch. The legs fonn the number four, 

the number of the Emperor, representative of the 
inexorable laYis of existence. Usually, the hands go behind 

the back so that the arms fonn a triangle, but here we see 
Shade bound throughout his body. 

The most important symbol in the traditional card is the fac . 
The Hanged Man does not suffer. We see him mdianl and joyo s, 
for the tree is the Tree of Ufe, and he has bound himself to spiri ual 
truth. He hangs upside down be<:ausc he has reversed the values ost 
people live by, seeking Strength and Justice rather than personal rofit 
or power. nere, golden light obscures his face, though we see' solar 
face beside him. He hangs above a map of the co mos. 
For Shade, the trcc is the Madness, which for him is both a place 
and a tangible force. Shade gains power from it, but he annot 
separate himself from it. Like the Hanged Man, he can only su nder. 
The Major Arcana begins with the duality of card I, the Ma ician, 
and card 2, the IUgh Priestess. The number 12, fonned rom I 
and 2, suggests a bringing together of seeming opposites Shade 
uses the Madness to connect qualities we nonnally I ink of 

as mutually exclusive of each other. These include m e and 
female, violence and gentleness, aggression and p 

and even madness and sani ty themselves. Abo 
Ilanged Man we see a blur of red. The shape 

a bird, and the color suggests the phoenix, 
out of the fi re that bums it up. Shade's ,\7\ 

peculiar ki nd of sanity constantly ri es, 
reborn, from the wild fire of the Madn s. 
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Divinatory mean ings .. A de p 
attachment to what matters most 10 
a person. Reversal of nonnal valu . 
Foll owing your own belief . 
Reversed .. !.istening 10 olhe 
people or social pressure 
rather than your own V"Jlucs. 





00011-
-DEATH, fro "SANDMAN" and 
"Di;,m TIlE IGII COST OF lJVlNG" (Saturn) 
In the majority Tanx decks, DeaIh is the most compelling 
image. Death, er all, fonns one of the two great mysteries: 
where do we orne from and where do we go? Children ask 
their parents," ere do babies come from?" and "What happens 

when we die?" I ere, the card is still striking, but the figure of Death 
has become ap 'ng, almost familiar. 
Death, the ch er--Dream's older sister--has deeply touched many 
Vertigo re-dders. ost Tarot versions, like most depictions in myth, 
show De-dth as m ;terious and terrifying. This Death, however, suggests 
intimacy and pia} lness. She is self-assured as well as pretty, a kind of 
dream date for yo g men. She is everybody's friend while giving up none 
of her power. 
The medieval ima e of Death showed a skeleton in a hooded robe, using 
a scythe to harv t body parts sticking out of the ground: hands, feet, 
he-dds. The hea . wore crowns, since the image taught a democratic 
lesson. Kings d e the same as peasants. Here the only bones are the 

rib cage sho on the left, but the lesson remains the same, for Death 
in Vertigo tr ts all of her "clients" with the same gentle concern. 

Contrary to ollywood movies, Death in the Tarot does not actually 
predict an ne dying. Rather, it shows the end, or death, of some 

old way f life which has grown meaningless. The card indicates 
a gre change, which may feel like dying to the person 

invo ved. In the card, Death holds a blue rose, alive with 
uty. Her famous ankh rests half buried on her body. 
Egyptian icon, the ankh symbolizes etemallife. 

Divinatory meanings--Release from old 
patterns. The end of something that has 
become burdensome or 
meaningless. 
Reversed--Holding onto 
something even when you 
know it's finished. Fear of 
change. 
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TEMPERANCE-­
DEURIUM from "SANDMAN" , 

Delirium is another of Morpheus's 
siblings. However, where Dream, Destiny, 

and Death all stand outside their actions (that 
is, De-,uh does not die, Destiny does not cause 

anything to happen) Delirium acts on herself, 
becoming more wild and fremjed than anyone she might 

affect. Deli rium as Temperance once again sub\'erts the 
tr-.uiitional Tarot S)mbolism and assumptions. And not just 

because Delirium is so intemperate. Temperance in the Tarot 
is a figure of great power, who remains always in command 

of himself. Delirium's power derives from her wiUingness to 
become a victim of her 0y'1I archetypal gifts. She imagines herself 

as weak. Paradoxically, that \'ery fantasy gh'cs her strength. She 
floods the world around with her with deep emotion, swinging 
from intense joy to tears. In her "wC'Jkness" she allows herself 
to ignore all the restraints most of us think of as normal. 
Coming after Death, and as the culmination of the second group 
of seven, Temperance carries the message of liberation . Here, 
we see her almost completely bound. One promcath'e breast 
shows. We see her eyes and mouth, bUi lhey appear out of place. 
To be delirious is 10 feel like your body has come apart and will 
fly off ilJ all directions. 
Dream 's family, the Endless, may remind us of the archangels from 

Jewish and Ch ristian mythology. One of those archangels, Michael, 
appears on the traditional card ofTempcrance. ilere, huge wings rise 
up from Delirium's body. They look fi ery, sui table to her wild nature. 
And yet, they hardly seem to belong to her. In facl, they are an illusion 
creared by the presence tJf a large oval mirror, or looking-glass, standing 
behind her. 
The usual Tarot Temperance pours waler calmly from one cup to 
another (temperance originally meant to mix water with wine, and 
thus to prevent drunkenness) . Delirium tosses liquid gold from one 
gleaming cu p to the other. In contrast to Ihe medieval virtue of 
temperance, which preached moderJtion in all things, Delirium's 

power lies in excess at all times. 

Divimuory mcanin~·-Traditional 
tempcl"'.tnce: calmness, self 

-,possession. Containmen . 
e\'e ' .. mum. ·cess. 

Losing all awareness of self 
th rough extreme aClion or 
emotion. 
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TIlE DEVIL--
LUCIFER, rom "SANDMAN" (no astrological attribution) 

people who ow the traditional Tarot Devil will recognize the homed 
face , and eve me chains in this picture. The beach chair, howC\'cr might 
strike them odd. The image comes from The Sandman. In one of the 
stories, Lucif r, the lord of hell, decides 10 gel re'I'enge on Morphcus for an 
old slight. In OSI comics, this might launch a massive battle. Here, howe',cr, 
I.ucifer has come 10 understand that hell is above all slavery. And c\'cn 
though he imself rules over hordes of demons and sufferers, the position 
itself has nslaved him as much as anyone elsc. And so, he simply leavcs, 
and for is last official act he sends the keys to hell to Morphcus (in 
many T rot decks the Hierophant holds the keys to the kingdom of 
heave , putling the Dre-.un lord in charge of the underworld. At the 
end 0 the slory, Lucifer is last seen sitting on the beach in Australia, 

enj 'ng the sunset. And so we see in this card a beach chair, and 
al ngside it, discarded chains. 

I stead of slavery, Lucifer here means liberation. This follows the 
ancient radical doctrine of Gnosticism , which saw the physical 

universe as an oppressive illusion, and LUCifer, the angel who 
rebelled against God, as the hero attempting to restore 

imprisoned souls through knowledge, The Greek word "gnosis" 
means "\rnowlt>dge.'· The name Lucifer ml"J/lS "Ughtbringer." 

The Devil initiates the last group of seven cards, Though 
he usually symbolizes oppression, we also can think 

of him as signifying hidden desires, fears, and other 
darknesscs within ourselves. If we wish to go to the 

deepest levels of the Tarot and our own lives, we 
must face these things and bring them to the light 

Neither the Hierophant nor the D(.'Vi1 has any 
astrological attribution. We can understand 

both more deeply if we ponder what 
connection this implies between them, 
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Divinatory meanings--Struggles 
with oppression, Illusions. Dark 

feelings or desires, especially 
sexual. 

Reversed --Li beralion. 
Bringing things to 

light 
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TIlE TOWER--THE TOWER OF BABEL, 
from "DOOM PATROL" (Mars) 

'nle darkest card in the Tarot, the Tower usually 
symbolizes some painful or frightening 
experience that ultimately liberates us from a 
repressive situalion.lhough this sounds reassuring, 
the experience itself can be very harsh. 
'ihe Teiresias Wars" in Doom Patrol tells the stOI)' 
of the first inhabitants of the world, the Teiresiae, 
magical beings who constantly changed, merging in 
and out of their environment and each other. But then 
a renegade Teiresias created something new--a fixed , 
that is, rigid, language, IrJSed on a strict grammar, and 
a place for everything. Ue and his followers began to 
separate the world into categories: Male and female. 
Human and nature. Good and evil. We and death. To 
boost their power, they created ihe Tower of Babel, a 
psychic machine designed to eliminate change forever. 

Joining together for one last time, the Teiresiae summoned 
a great lighUling bolt to destroy the Tower. In the process, 
most of the Teiresiae blew apan as well. Our world today is 
a compromise between the two extremes of total liberation 
and lotal slaveI)'. 
The Tarot begins with the Fool , a character who rejects all 
restriction. But when he enters the world of the numbered cards, 
he encounters seemingly fixed categories--male and female, light 
and dark. To bring himself back to his true freedom may require 
that lightning bolt of inspiration, that flash of "gnosis" we found 
implied in the previotrs card. 
Many versions of the card show a man and woman falling from 
the Tower. lIere we see the High Priestess's shopping bag on the 
right, and an open book on the left. This is the same book we saw 
with the Magician. Pure inspiration, the Tower overthrows all doctrines 
and traditions. 

Divinatol)' meanings--P.Jinful or destructive experience, sometimes even 
violence. The ultimate result is liberation . 
Reversed--The experience is nOI as extreme, but also not as liberating. 
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THE 
STAR (Venus) 
The Star begins a 
sequence of four cards 
unattached to any particular 
Vertigo character or storyline. The 
l}e\.il took us into darkness, and the Tower 
ripped away all our attachments, including language. 
Now we move through the deeper archel)pal lC\'els in the 
Star and the Moon. We might think of John Constantine having 
all the layers of cynicism and despair blown out of him, until, . 
Sun, he becomes reborn :J5 an innocent child. 
Coming after the cic-.msing lightning of the Tower, the Star USlia 

calm after the stornl. The standard image shows a naked woman 
pose of openness and peace:J5 she pours out water from two 
\'ersion shows us a more disturbing picture, a woman bound 
and around her breasts. The bindings hold the urns against her 
attach her inexorably to her flmction. 
How can we describe these waters? Do they S)mbolize life cnql 
The unconscious? The key to this card may lie in the answer 

And the answer may change for each person who 
Bindings actually playa strong role in this Tarot. Mad 

Priestess, is bound across her forehC'dd. The 
the same kind of strings he uses to manipulate his 

Hanged Man is bound to his 
Madness tree . 

And Delirium must 
bind her conscjousnes..~ within h," 
Possibly the Star relca<oes her ego. 
pours water (safely) from one cup 
woman, who is headless, 

The astrological allribution is 
the Empress. The two cards 

femininity. 

card. 
the Uigh 

is bound by ~ 
. Shade the 

nothing back. 
, the same as 

us two \;sions of 

hope, 
sacri 

ou tpouring of fee lin gs . 
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THE MOON (Cancer) 
The Tower may be the most 
frightening image in the SlaJldard Tarot 
deck, but the Moon in some ways reprcscnts 

a more difficult passage. The Tower blasts 
away ou r ordinary consciousness (on his 

was struck by a 
in a single 

to under the Bo 
lree). The Star shows loul ego. But the Moon 

depicts the journey back from this world to the 
day world of ordinary rea.lity by the Sun. 
The traditional Moon card wolf hOwling 
at the Moon, while below them, in a of w.lter, we sec 
a lobster emerging towards the I Alone among the 
Major Arcana, the card contains people. We have 
descended below human 10 our animal 
selves (the dog and wolO , and still, to strange 
primal instincts S}mboUzed by the 
This Vertigo version gives 
for the lobster dominates the . 
everything else in its pincers, 
who have become reduced to 
closely, we can sec their resemblance 
apart by the hands of Black Orchid, 
gende soothing of the plant world 

'CY'" more \iolence, 
during the full Moon. 
At the same time, the Moon also 
on us, promising a re!urn 10 
not try to resist her influence. To 
journey from the unconscious 
consciousness we need 
its strangeness and our own 
instincts. 

Dhinatory meanings..-Instinct, 
whatever is mysterious or primal. 
Reversed--Resisling ou r own 
instinctive natures. Feeli ng 
disturbed by our emotions 
or fantasi es. 
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Slrength. The 
changed to the 

in us. The 
for Moon. 
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THE SUN (The Sun) 
After the strangeness of the Moon (and the 

Star), the Sun returns us to simplicity. Sometimes we an 
go through a very difficult night, when all our fears rise u in us, 

but whcn the Sun comcs up, c\'erything scems all right agai . The day 
shines bright and cheerlul, we havc passed through whatever c St'S we have 

had 10 face, and we fcc l joyously confident. Our human, ration I selves have 
returned, and we can put aside all those weird animal howlings from e night before. 

At the same lime, we do not go back 10 who we were before the up eaV'Jl that began 
with the [)co.il and the Tower. We have emerged stripped of our defe ses, our postures, 
all the layers we have bUilt up against the world, For this reaso , the Sun vi rtually 
always shows children . Older versions show a boy and girl holdin hands in a walled 
garden. The famous Rider deck depicted a single androID-11ous aby riding OUI of a 
garden on a horse. 
The child here is an image of pure joy. A map of the medieval c smos, with the Sun 
radiating from the center,' fill s the air above the child's head. e sec mrs of light 
coming from the left side. Instead of leaving a walled garden, the child emerges" 
from a mass of dense rocky mailer. We will look more at the ymbolism of th is 
substance in the suit of Wand.~, but we might think of the baby the liberated 
soul the Gnostics described as being trapped in the ph sical world . 
The animal in the picture resemblt'S a dog as much as a ho . If so, the 
child's innocence has tamed the wild bC'dSl<; from the previou 
and from Strength. The message of the Tarot is that such \irtu 
as Strength can comrol but never overcome our animal instin cl~. 
We need to experience aU sides of ourselves 10 become free 
of the fears and ~!res we usually keep buried in darkness. 

Divin atory meanings--Joy, simplicity, confidence, 
innocence, 
Reversed--The joy and happiness remain, but 
we may have 10 struggle slightly, as if clouds 
have pattly covered the Sun. 
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JUDGMENT (Pluto) 
The narne for this card comes from its traditional 

imagery, that of the Christian Last Judgment. Usually, the 
picture shows Gabriel blowing his horn as bodies rise up 

joyously from their coffins to answer him. E\"cn though the card 
uses thaI name, 'Judgment," we get no sense of anyone condemned. 
11lis is pan of the Tarot 's subversi\'e message, that if you dare to follow 
your own path you will go beyond morality and fear to ecstasy. 
This is the last of the cards wi thout any Verngo attribution. We might 
call this group, beginning with the Star, "deep process" cards, for 
the way in which they take us away from our nonnal signposts 
(symboli7.ed by the Vertigo character connections) and 
through a dark and mysterious journey 

to a new beginning. 

Jesus said, 
··F.xcept as you be 

like a little child, you 
shall not cnler into the 

,kingdom of heaven." The baby 
\"ho emerged in the Sun card (think 

again of John Constantine giving up his 
cynidsm and despair) is raised up here by many 
hands. They celebrate the liberation that comes from 

having completed such a diffi cult passage . 
The previous'card glowed red like the rising Sun, especially 

above the baby's hC'Jd. Here the red looks more Uk a 
wash of blood. The New Testament also tells us th t ··the 

blood of the lanlb" will wash us dean of ou sins. SUI 
we do not need to employ such a religious reference to 

understand blood here. Babies are born i a ..... ·ash of their 
mothers' blood. The imagery of ne life continues. 

The horns in this version do nO{ belo g to an angel. They 

bI 

tend [0 look more like funnels of ome kind. But the 
essential quality of the card re ains: a call to rise 

up, to become a new perso , free and joyous, 
without fC'Jr. 

Divinatory meaning··A time of great and 
positive change, especially in the way we 

see ourselves. A new beginning. 
Re\,erscd .. Resisting the knowledge 

that something has changt-d. 
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THE WORLD--SWAMP TIliNG (Saturn) 
The use of Swamp Thing is a fitting end to this journey 

for at 1e-.tSt two reasons, The first reason is the fact that John 
Constantine, our Fool wanderer, made his own first appearance as a 

c aracter in Swamp Thing. More broadly, Swamp Thing is a plant clemen , 
whic is to say a representation of the entire plant world. This means that he con eels 

the en re Earth, through its network of growing things. As the culmination of th Major 
Arcana, t e World card connects all the other cards. In the World, we see how all e Fool's 

different periences, from The Magician to Judgment, belong together, like individ aI Dowers 
on a single t ce. 

The Fool d not appear in this card, but the two have a strong connection. The Fool d to give up 
his innocence nd perfection to go through the different stages of the Major Arcana. In the World we 

see a different 'nd of penection, one that incorporates the wisdom gained along the W'Jy. . e astrological 
symbol, Saturn links the card to Death (notice the extra curl on this version) . Swamp hing emerged 
partly from the ealh of a human named Alec Holland, Observation of the plant world teac es us the great 
lesson that life only grow OUI of death. 
The tmditional iCiUTe shows a naked woman dandng within a wreath of Dowers or ivy. A ash covers her 
genitals, and t re is a suggestion thaI she is hennaphroditic, male as well as female , in ther words, a 
complete bein . In this version we see a female torso, without a head. The figure suggests a 'c humanity, 
without indivi ual consciou:;ncss. 

Swamp Thin is an outgrowth of all vegetation. !lis sense of himself as individual (or 
matter) is iUusion, derived from his contact with humans, 

A pure g cen light fills the card. Tendrils, like roolS, reach down from the upper I . At the 
upper 'ght we see what looks like a tear in the page reve-Ming color codes. T is last 

iron c touch reminds us thaI this too is a fiction. The real World remains a mys 

Divinatory meanings--Success, perfection. A sense of oneness with 
others, or '>'-ith the world around you. 

Reversed--Stagnation, isolation from others . 
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Unlike (he greater trumps of (he Major Arcana, (he fOllr suits of the Minor Arcana do not take on any Vertigo 
characters. At tile first meetings to plan the deck (held in a Manhattan hotel suite) , the group decided that assigning 
a particular scene or character to C'J.ch of the fifty-six cards would only restrict Da\·e McKean·s concepts and 
imagi nation . So here, in these stylized images, we arc seeing the pure \'ision of a remarkable artist. 
At the same time, the four suits sti ll reflect the particular qualities of Vertigo. We set' that dark fantasy, the scnse of 
mystery and strangeness. InstC'Jd of nC'Jtll' explaining the secrets of the universe, as some occult deck.~ have tried to 
do, they open us to the fear and wonder of our li\·cs. They arc vertigo in the [iterJI sense, disorienting us from our 
ordinaJ)' perceptions. 
The cards begin with the traditional qualitics of the Minor Arcana, the ~mbolism of elch suit, and then thL'}' take it 
to a new place, one that we cannot C'dSily define or explain. A lot of them are distorted in some way, submerged 
under ..... ater, or behind a wall of mud, or o\'elwhelmed by light. Writing appears, as if to explain, bUI the writing is 
unreadable, co\·ered O'o·er by dOL .. , or simply too small, too dense, to make out. People inhabit these cards, butlhey 
too become distant from us, made mysterious by diSlonion. Some have no heads, or no anns or legs. On others we 
see a face obscured by darkness C'dting into their features. With some we cannot tell if we are looking OIl a man or a 
woman. With others we confidently say oh, thars a man, only to see the exact same face a few cards later, but with 
different shading, so that we can say, with equal confidence, oh, thars a womlm. We've come a long W'Jy from those 
C'Jrly decks, wi th their Cups or Swords nC'Jt[y sprC'Jd across the card. 
The classic Tarol su il~ are Staves, Cups, Swords, and Coins (or Disk. .. ). In Spain, these remain the SUiIS, not only in 
Tarot decks, but in ordinary pla)ing cards. In other counlries, Stavcs hecanle Clubs, Cups became ilearts, Swords 
became Spades, and Coins became DianlOnds. Some historians say that pla}ing cards descend from the Tarot, while 
others claim (hat the t" .. o kinds of decks e\"Oh·ed at around the same time, or else thallhe ordinary deck came first, 
:md then someone added on Ihe t ..... enty- two trumps to make Ihe special Tarol deck. U the Tarot deck is the older 
one, Ihen com'entional pl3)ing card<; did nol only drop the Major Arcana, they also abandoned the Knights, IC'J\·ing 
onlrthe P"dge Oack) , Queen, and King. 
(h·er time, the Stavcs acquired the name Wands. The pictures, howe\·er, continued to show a staff, or bmnch of wood, 
usually with a few leaves, or buds growing on them. In the Vertigo Tarot the Wands appear like torches, and 
sometimes paintbrushl'S. 
When the Order of the Golden (}Jwn crC:lted their own Tarol deck, they changed the Coins suit to Pentacles, a name 
and emblem that has stayed popular C\'er since. They made this change p'Jrtly because they wanted the suit to signi~' 

something "ider than monl')' and commerce, the ob\ious associations of Goins. The Golden Dawn also changed the 
fourth suit to Pentacles for a more specific purpose. They wanted the four suits 10 represent the tools of the ritual 
magician. In their magical ceremonies, magicians focus the power of their \\ill through a wand, a knife or sword, a 
sacred chalice. and finally, the sign of the pcnl:lc1e, often drJwn in the air "ith the point of the knife. In the Vertigo 
Tarot, as in many other decks, the card of the Magician shows the four objccl'i laid out before him (actually, 
suspended in the air, excepl for the Wand, which he holds). 
We can (mce the suit emblems back to legends of the Iioly Gmil. When Perci\w, the Grail knight (a char'Jcter very 
like the Foo[); encounters the Gral[ fo r the first time, he docs so in a mysterious castle in a desert, ruled by a 
wounded king. Perci\~J.! is eating dinner when a stmnge procession enters the room, a group of women caTl)ing a 
cup, a lance, and a sword on a round tr'JY, or disk. Perci\".u bums to ask what purpose these serve, but his mother 

" had told him nC\·er to speak unless spoken to. lie remains silent, and the women leave. A "ise hermit then assails 
him. If Percival only had asked the essential question, "Whom docs the Grail sen'e?" the magic ri tual could have 
continued, and the Gmil would ha\·e restored to life both the king and the land itself. Now PerciV'J.! \\ill hu\'e to go 
on a quest to find the \'ery Grail that had offered itself 10 him. Many people ha\·e compared this story to the journey 
of Ihe Fool through the Major Al'C'J.Ila. 
Some historians ha\'e offered a more mundane explanation for the origin of the suit emblems. They may simply 
represent the different classes in mediC\'aJ society. The pea~anl~ grow staves. The clergy use cups in the mass. The 
nobility fiSh l with swords, and the merchants deal in coins. 
As described above, almost all Tarot decks before the twentieth century did not show any scenes on the Minor card~ . 
• :\'en the Golden Dawn deck displayed the suit emblems in decomtivc patterns, though "ith a few S}mbolic touchcs. 
The greal change came in 1910, \\ith the publication of the Rider deck, named for ilS original British publisher. The 
painter of the deck, P-.unela Colman Smith, revolutionized the Minor Arcana by showing people in action on (.'\·ery 
picture. For .example, the Eight of Cups shows a man walking up:t hill in the moonlight, Ihe Five of Pentaclcs shows 
IWO beggars passing a church, and so on . t·or the first time, the Minor Al'C'J.Ila became accessible to interpretation. 
Where pmious deck.~ forced us to rely on set fonnu[as when doing rC'Jdings-·You \\ill mL'C1 a dark man who "ill 
gi\'e )"ou a job,·· or "YOII will go on a SC:I journey," or ··You "~II suffer a grC'Jtloss··-P:unela Smith·s Rider C'Jrds 
allow us to use our own imagin:ltions :t.>; well as what we find in book. ... 
The most popular Tarot dL'Ck in the world, the Rider canL>; also have influl'flcL'I.l Sl'\·er.t.l gener'Jtions of Tarot deSigners. 
Some decks foll ow her Minor Mcana so closely Ihat Tarotists (people who study or lise the Tarot) refer 
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to them as "Pamela clones." [}.l\·e McKean's Vertigo cards are st rikingly original, but they do sholl' the influence of 
the Rider imag~ on a number of the cards. Where it seems appropriate we will compare the Venigo pictures to their 
Rider counterpans. For example, Smith's Three of Cups depicted th~ women mising their cups high in a toast. The 
Vertigo version shows three disembodied hands raising their cups against a dark background. We also will cite two 
other tmditional decks, the Golden [}.lYoll and the "Book of Thoth" Tarot, created by Aleister Crowley and Lady Frieda 
Harris. Both of these ga\'e names to each of the Minor cards; occasionally we will compare those names to the 
Vertigo pictures. 
The Major Arcana gives us a blueprint for spiritual development, from innocence to mystic enlightenment. The Minor 
Arcana is both more and less ambitious. While it does not lay out such a grand design, it does show us the \".lriel)' of 
daily life. Each of the four suits C'J.ITies its own special qualities, and within each of the s ui!.~ the ten numbered cards 
and the four Coun cards show how those qualities emerge in different situations. When we start to cdmbine the C'.lrds 
in readings-for instance, when we tum up the Five of Swords next to the Three of Pentacles, or the Queen of W:mds 
alongside the Two of Cups-we find ou rselves with a kind of encyclopedia of human experience. 
For the moment, we will concentr.lIe on the numbered cards, Ace-Ten, Ie-.lving the four Court card." for their own 
section. This is bt.'Cause the Coun cards arc organized in a slightly different way than the numbers. At the same time, 
many of the things we say about the suits as a whole will apply to th e Court cards as wel l. 
We have secn how the symbol, or emblem, for each suit gives it a particular char.lcter. We also can categorize the 
suit"s qualities in terms of the four "elements" which people in the Renaissance and earlier saw as the basis for 
existence. Around the world, people have always sought w.l}'S to categorize experience and the different manifCSlations 
of the ph}'Sical world. For example both the Cells and many Native Americans broke things down in terms of directions 
and primary colors. Europe-J.l1 culture from the lime of ancient Greece has decribed all existence as combinations 
of four fundamental elements, Fire, Water, Air, and Earth. 
Since the Renaissance we ha\'e learned that these four are far from basic. Water, ai r, and earth all contain many 
molecules, while fire is a chemical rC'.lction . Nevertheless, the qualities associated lIith the "elements" remain useful. 
The elements also prOlide a link 10 astrolOb')', since the twelve signs of the zodiac break down into three signs in 
each of the four clements. 
The number four is as clear an organizing principle as three and SC\·en. There arc four solar points in the ye-dr, the 
solstices and the equinoxes. There are fou r natural directions; the two ends of the Earth's axis pro\ide north and 
south, while the sunrise and sunset on the equinoxes cre-.lte east and west. Our bodies also CTe-.lte four horizontal 
directions; in front, behind, and left hand, right hand (if we add above, below, and center we get Ihe other namra! 
number, SC\·en). ~ 

In Tarol, the elemenl5 match the suits as follows: Fire-Wands, Water-Cups, Air-Sword", Eanh-PenLtcles (some people 
argue for a different arnmgement, but this one remains standard). Here arc some of their att ributes. Fire represent" 
the experience of energy, action, optimism, creative impulse, ad\'emure, sexualily, movement, beginnings. Water 
belongs to lo\'e, fantasy, imagination, pa.'1Sivily, the unconscious, relationships, friendship . Air symbolizes mind, 
mental activil)', analysis, conflict, pain, quarrels, heroism, sadness, abstraction. Earth signifies work, nature, money, 
physical rC'J..Iil)', home, stable relationships, routine acti~ities. 

None of these things exist in isolation. In fact, all the elements will contribute in any Significant human activity or 
project. When asked about his concepts for his Minor Arcana, D'.lve McKC'J.n said that the four suits represented 
aspec!.~ of creativity. So we will look at c reati~il)' as an example. fire gives us the spark and the drive to 1I"0rk on, say, 
a painting. Water allows our imagination to come in, providing both the fantasy and the feeling neces.<;ary for any 
work of an. Air provides the intellectual strucmre that gi~'es the work a wider meaning than the artist's personal 
experience. And Earth gives us the detennination to work at it until we produce a finished object which we can 
introduce to the world. 
As well as the clemen!.", the suil~ organize themselves around their numbers. Each number contains its own meanings. 
For instance, the Aces signify beginnings, and the Tens fulfillment. In the Venigo Tarot the Tens all show a face, the 
same face in different shadings. The face has a certain dreamlike quali ty about it, suggesting that this fi gure is 
dre-J.ming all the other cards. 
The best w.ly to understand the connections between the different cards of the same number is to lay them out. Take 
all the Twos and set them together, all the Threes, etc. Examine their similarities and their differences. I~ow does the 
dement affect the number, and ~ice versa? In other words, how does a Fiery Three differ from a Watery Three? And 
how do Ih~ ;"pecial qualities of Three affect C'.lch clement? 
The Minor card." in this deck appear more abstr.lct than some of the Majors. This is partly because we cannot link 
them to specific Venigo char.lcters. They may take a liule lime to explore. As we do so, as we find ourselves going 
more deeply into their stl'llngeness and excitement, their stories, coIlL'Cti\'e and individual, wi ll begin to emerge. 
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ACE OF WANDS 
The Aces all (epresentthe primary, or 

root, energy of their suit, the sou~, or Ol'ginning, 
from which aU the other cards grow and develop. The 
Wands' element of ~'i11! is also about beginnings. Fire energy 
ini tiates, or sparks, creati\'e activity. Thus, the Ace of Wands carries 
a special quali ty for the SJarl of things- projects and ideas, action and 
movtment, even emotions, especially love. The Ace signifies the 6TS( impulse 
of creati\ity. 
We see the Wand rising up through dark dense maller, with its flame burning 
brightly. In many tmditions, the flanle of spiritual truth i~ said to shine from \\ithin 
the hl'a\;ness of the material world. In gcnerJl, cards in this suit show a fire burning 

against a dark background, which may be seen as rocky, or woodlike. Uere, 
however, the rough matter lakes on the shape of golden wings rising from the 

6. 

top half of the Wand. The Wand itself resembles a paintbmsh 
as well as a torch. The combined images--the wings and 

th~ paintbrush lorch-spe-Jk of the 
power of art. 
The Wand passes through a fbt line 
drawing of a hand marked wi th 
sym bols, like a talisman. Ilands, 
which appe-Jr in many of the Wands 
cards, have symbolized humanity 
cre-atively and spiritually for tens of 
thousands of years. Hands are used 
as channs in popular religion from 
Judaism and Islam to Santeria, 
usually marked like the one shown 
in the Ace. ~landprin lS on Cll'e w.dls 
foml the earliest known fo rm of 
human art. Thousands of years 
later, Michelangelo depicted the 
creation of human life as the 
finger of God touching the 
finger of Adam. The hand, like 
the Ace of Wands itself, 
symbolizes creative human 
action. 

Dil'inato'1' me-anings-­
Beginnings , ne w 
activity, creative 
impulse. A time of 
action , of great 
energy. 

Rcversed--the energy can 
become chaotiC, difficult to 
hold onto. Still very forceful 
but needs more focus. 



TWO OF WANDS 
Here we Sloe two hands clasped 

together, with the Wands passing 
through the fingers. There is a 

S)mmetry in the way the hands meet. 
They almost merge together, and the 
two Wands seem like one long stick. 
Butlhe picture to; far from ~)TIImet ric.tl. 
The hand reaching up from below 
poinlS its Wand up against Ihat dense 

mallcr wc saw previously in the 
Acc. The flame burns brightly 

against the rough 
background. 

6' 

Thc hand from above 
points its Wand down to 
a dark pool, so thaI the 
flame changes to rings of 
golden light. 
Balance is more important 
than S}mmClry, more alive, 
more real. Wc Sl'C a balancc 
hcrc between darkness and 
I;ght above and below , , 
mystery and po we r. The 
pointed flame above 
!»TIIooliZl's action, and the ide'd 
of the directed lIill··that is, 000£ 
able to focus our energy and our 
power 10 achie\'e a goal. The 
Goldcn l}.twn name for this card is 
"dominion." 
Thc dissolved flame at the bOllom 
docs not imply a weakening of the 
will , or a loss of focus . Instead, it 
Ir.tlances the aggressivc WanM enerm'. 
It con nects us 10 the unconscious 
sources of crC'dtil'ity. and of li fe itself. 
Witholllthat connooion, the will just 
burns itself out. We sec that same 
balance between the Magician and thc 

lIigh Pricstcss··will and the unconscious, fire and 
water. Just as the Wand emblem links all Wands 
cards to the Magician , the number 1\\'0 fo r this 
card links it to the High Pril'Stl'SS, card Two of 

the Major Arcana. 

Di\'inatory meanin gs··Co ntrol, 
dominion, power, focused lIi ll. The 

ability to aCI in Ihe world . 
Re\'crsed: Openness to 

change, to gil'ing up 
power. 



TUREE OF WANDS 
Instead of a hand, we sec 

what looks like a trcc, v.~th three 
branches, each one bC'Jring a Wand. 

Sin ce the three branches arc the same 
height, we also get a sense of a candelabrum. 

Unlike the 1\\'0, the card is far from balanced. 
The Wands are scpamted into two and one, gi\ing 

us an idC'", of opposition, or of a single person being 
isolated from a group. There are many ways people can 

find themselves alone and facing a closed group of other 
people. We can think of cliques in high school, . 

to a new neighborhood. BUI the flame by itself facing 
the other two also can suggest 
independence, or non-confonnity. 
In fact , the "tree" docs resem ble a 
hand, but witb the fourth finger cuI 
off. t\ stream of gold flakes pours out 
from where that fourth I'Jrnl!ch might 
ha\'e appC'Jrcd, incrC'dSing the fceling 
of something removed, or amputated. 
(NOIice also the thumblike branch 
going off in a different direction 
toward.~ the lower right.) 
The flames burn brightly, giving us a 
feeling of intense energy forcing iL~ 
way into existence 10 thftllenge the 
world. The Fire approach to life 
~metimc.s just burns its way through 
the world. Other aspects can become 
[OSI, or sacrificed along the way. 

Divinatory Mean ings-- Power, 
independence, divisions between 
people. Explorations, heroic 
action , pOSSibly involving 
sacrifice. 
RC\'ersed--Coopcrntion, 
people working 
together. 
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FOUR OF WANDS 
Numerologicall)', the number Four 

signifies structure, If we think of a 
Stluare or a rectangle, we get a sense 

of fonnal structure and stability, It lakes 
fou r sides to make the simplest solid 

structure, the tetrahedron (Sl'C the ~'our 
of Pentacles). At the same time, the Fire 

energy of Wands moves against the idlY.!. of 
structure, and certainly of containment. Fire 
needs to be free, to move. If we confine a fire 
In a closed structure it simply dies··unless it 
breaks free by burning down the 
structure itself. 
The tens ion between th e 
symbolism of the number and 
the natural quality of the suit 
produces a d)-namic energy. The 
"structure" here is me simplest 
possible, four Wands lipped 
together. The fourth is not 
actually sho\\n, but implied. In 
fact, the structure is the actual 
one u5l.'(1 to make a campfire. 
As a rl.'Sult, tbe names burn 
together harmoniously. In 
contrdSt to the Three, we sec 

combined energy, different 
people (or forces ) 

,",,'Orking together for 
a unifi ed 

purpose. 
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We sec what looks 
like a cluster of 
grapes within the 
Wands pyram id. 
GrJpe5 are a traditional 
S)mbol of abundance as 

well as nature. Here they overflow the 
loose structure of the Wamb. 

Divinatoty mcanings··I.oosely structufl'(l 
situations. People working together for 
a unified purpose. Joy, openne;s, sharing. 

Re\'ersed··structures fa lling apart , 
tension, people having trouble 

working together. 



~lVE OF WANDS 
The hand returns, but now 
the fingers have all become 
torches, with their f1 anll'S 
moving through darknt'SS. The 
hand rises up from that dense 
matter, bUl the torches, the Wands, 

• 
tra\'clthrough Ihe dark, bringing in 
the firelight of creativity. U the Wands 
ronn paintbrushes, then we SI.'C a kind 

• 
of merging of the whole self with creative 
if we look closely we can sec Ihat the Wands/torchcslpaintbrusbes 
look like.lUbes slipped m'er the fi ngers, a li ltle like finger puppets. 
Unlike the three, we do nOl see the fingers all althe same level, or in any kind of fonnal pose. in,stead, ther point in 
different "directions. Notice that the fl ame on the forefinger is cu ,,"'ed, as if the fi nger has 111m·cd sharply from riJ.:ht to 
left. The effect is one of d)lIantiC Wands energy. 
n le Fives in the Tarot all rcprcscnt loss, or difficu lty, of some kind, depending on the (Iu:tl ity of the suit. Tr:lditionall)', 
the Five of Wands often symbolizes confl ict, or ·'strife," as the Order of the Golden Dawn called it. In the Ridu­
Tarot, the card shows boys banging sticks together. The conflict, howC'o·er, is not destructive, but rather joyous. ~U1 , 
outpouring of energy. We can see a slight suggL'Stion of conflict here in the W'Ay some of the fingers cros.~ each 
olher. But again, it is really the brl"'.I.kdown of whatever is stuic and boring. 

Dirinatory IlIC'Anings-·~~xci tement , d)T1amism, movement, using creativity and conflict to break down 
an)1hing that is dull Of limiting. 

RC\'erscd·-ConfliL1 lx.'Coml'S more serious. Anger, and possiblY:l feeling of bct"'J)~t1 . 
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SL'( OF WANDS 
Cards One through Fi\'c havc 

shown the Wands' potcntial, thc 
possibilities of t'irc energy and what it 

can do. Cards Six through Ten seem to 
represent a fulfi llment of all that fiel)' power. 

'nIe pictures are more delailed and more l'C'.wstic. 
'nIe Si.x is especially lush, wi th an abundance of color 
and images. Wc sec a nurry of bright colors, a rush 
of what looks likc fC'JIhcrs, matcrial, nowers. It is as if 
the energy of the PJ"(.'\;ous cards has suddenly prodUCl'<i 
great results. We might think of a painter who spend<; a 
long lime dC\'Cloping his themes, finding what he wants 10 
do, and Ihen suddenly 
produces a \'a5t range of 
works. Near the bollom of 
the picture we Sl'C a single 
eye. It stares out, wide 
open, as if aston ished, 
thrilled. 
The Wands arc all uniform 
and we see a singlc name 
spread over thc tops of 
them. Thc name has a 
kind of swee pin g 
movemcnt to it so that 
their uniformity does nOi 
have a static qUal ity. If 
we think again of a 
painte r, we ca n 
recognize that artists 

who produce a 
grC'.!1 variety of 

works ohen 
will havc 

underlying th emes 
that move through all 
of them. 

In general, people who do the most in life u,<;ually 
have a scnse that all their different activities arc 

connecled by an inner awarcness of what lhev wanl 
• • 

10 accomplish, 

73 

The Six of Wands traditionally mC'.uts confidence and 
optimism, as well a<; the posith'e results from having 
such a slrong belief in ourselves. IIcre, the confidcnce 

is much morc than sclf-assur.mce. It sho .... 'S a beli (.'/· 
in your own creativity, and all the things you can 

do ..... ith your skills and enthusiasm. 

Di\;n:uory mC'Jnings--Optimism, belief, a 
nurry of activity, productivity, many 

projl'ClS. 
Rl'\'cTSl'tl--Doubl, pt.'ssimism, 

rrealin' blocks a , 



SEVEN 
OF WANDS 

In between th e 
brightness of the Six and 

the many colors of the Eight, 
we find a dark, dreamy card, 

And yet, it's also the firsllo show 
us a face. Faces in !rymbolic art often 
suggest consciousness. Here we see 
a face beginning to emerge. It seems 
to come from that dense background, 
The face itself is hazy, not completely 
real, like a consciousness, or self-

•• 
awareness, that is only beginning to 
take shape. We can think of a child 
starting to know itself, and 
in fact the face does appear 
somewhat childlike, We can 
think of this card as showing 
a deeper level of seIr­
understanding be&inning to 
emerge after the burst of 
activity seen in the Six. 
The Wands appear like horns, 
with only a single name 
shooting from the center 
torch . Again , in stead of 
confidence, W8 see a tcnta!i\'e 
t<S.ing of purpo'j;C and identity, 
The face appears distorted, 
asymmt1rical, with the left side 
(righ t half of the picture) 
see mingl y longer and 
narrower, Notice that the right 
eye is actually lower than the 
left, A touch of fire illuminates 
the left half of the face (right 
side of the pit1ure), especially 
the eye. If we cover the right 
side of the face and look only 
at the left, we see somebody 
very dreamy, distant from 
us, But if we look only at 
the righ~ we see someone 
animated and wann. 

Divinatory meanings-­
Unce rtaint y, th e slow 
development of awareness. 
Quietness, thinking ahout 
issues, a purpose Ix.'ginning 

to emerge. 
Re vers e d - -Mor e 

confidence, greater 
sc i f -a wa ren eS5 . 

Communication 
\\o;th others. 
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EIGHT OF WANDS 
tlere and in the Nine we can see most c\C'Jrly the connection to paintbrushes. 
Tbe Dames on the Wands have bc<:ome the different colors of a painter's palette. They 
are parallel and equal , suggL'Sting thai in life as well as in art, there arc many po~ibiliti es. 
VIe do nOI need to choose onc and exclude the olhers. If we hold the card sideways, 
with the colored names upright, we get a stronger sense of all th e wonderful choices. 
Too often we think we must choose one acthity, one focus, and gi\'C up all the other things that a!ll"'J.CI 
us. But a painting with only onc color becomes \'cry dull , if not incomprehensible. Though some 
artists will experiment with works that c.xpiore very deeply the textures and subtletil'S of a single color, 

most prefer a wide palette, if just to exprcs..~ the joy of life. 
TrJditionally, this card often symbolizes ffim'Cfficnt and "Swiftncss," to use thc Golden Dawn lerm. 

Here the Wands seem static at first, but if we look at their base they apJ)C'Jr blurred, as if spinning 
\'cry r'Jpidly. They emerge from white into black, and it is only in the black arC'J where we see 

color. Creativity and inspiration are mysteries. They emerge best out of darkness, 
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creating their own light. 

DivinalOry meani ngs-­
Movement, purpose, th ing.~ 
coming to rcalization or 
conclusion. Great varicty uf 
possi bili ties without the 
need to choose one over the 
other. 
RC'o·crsed .. Possible delays, 
confusion. May imticate the 
need to make a choice. 



NINE OF WANDS 
Nine is the last single digit. Therefore, numerologists 

often describe Nine as the"completion of a process. 1I0wC'l'Cr, 
as we saw with the Four, Fire energy does not go well with 
ideas such as completion, finality, stnlcture. ~'ire prefers freedom 
and the idea of a new beginning. In this clever use of the nine 
Wands, we see eight of them fanning a kind of simplified box, or 
cage. The ninth reaches beyond this confinement to draw a trail of 

light across the sky. 
We have returned here to the image of the hand, now more fully and 

rt"3..listicaUy dl"JWIl than before. It is the hand, the ~)mbol of humanity, 
thai siretches box. It holds the Wand like a paintbrush, 

16 

Instead of a flame, we see white liglll cutting 
an arc through the 
darkness. The tip glo .... 'S, 
like the magic wand of 
a magician, or like an 
angel. II may symbolize 
th e liberated spirit, or 
creative truth, or release 
from da rkn ess and 
confusion. In a way, the Nine 
docs show the completion of 
a process outlined in the 
other cards, but not in the 
form of a box that can hold 
in the Fire. InstC""Jd, the Nine 
of Wands shOl\'S the opposite, 
the liberation into pu re 
energy. 

Divinatory meanings--Firrn 
act ion , release , purity of 
purpose. A Single action or 
piece of knowledge which 
ch an ges a s ituatio n 
dramatically, especially in tile 
direction of li beration . 

Rcversed--Confinement, 
confUSion, the nl..'Cd for 

a fresh way of 
looking at the 

situation . 



TEN OF WANDS 
Each of the Tens features a 

face , the same one shown in 
different ways. The eyes arc closed, ;c; 

if the person is dreamiog. We might 
describe all the previous cards in each 

suit, with their varied expression of the 
suit's energy, as the dream of thiS single 
figure. He or she is dreaming very 
different dreams according to the 

clement belonging to each 
suil. That is, here the person 
is dreaming of Fire, later it 
will become Water, then Ai r, 
then Earth. 
To call something a dre-Jm 
docs not dismiss it as triVial, 
or unreal. Mystics have 
sometimes described the 
universe, as well as our 
individual lives, a~ dreams of 
GOO. Dream,s become trivial only 
when the person is tri\ial, when 
he or she does not give them 
any meaning. 
The flame rises up from the 
forehead, very large and 
bright. The ten Wands spin 
above it like a wheel of 
fortune.1hey themselves arc 
not li t. Ultimately, the fire 
of cfC'Jtivity belongs to the 
mind, not the tools we 
usc to express it. The 
name burns like a 
flower, balanced and 
lovely, recalling the 
lotu ses used in 
Indian meditation . 

1he dense gr.uny material set'Tl on the 
other Wand~ cards ha~ not disap(X"MCd. 

Some of it C'ien goes across the face. The Fire 
of creativity and dream docs not rclea.'ie us 

from our bodies or the world. Instead, it allo .... 'S 

liS to burn brightly in ollr own li ves. 

Divinatory meanings-- Powerful dreams, 
intense belief, de si re , pass ion . 
Reversed--Opprcs.'iion, especially self­
oppression through do ubt. 

Dism issing your dreams as 
trivial or impOSSible. 
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Cups represent love, imagi nation, 
intuition, fan tasies, the unconscious· 
all th ings associated with Water. These 
associations do nOl come just from 
arbitrary choice. Water is deep and 
dark, like the unconscious. It Oows, 
it is fonnlcss, taking on the shape of 
whal(. ... 'cr is holding it. The imagination 
too is a shape changer, inspired by the 
sensual world. Like lm'e, Water is 
shimmerinR and·'tle'!-ut ifu l, but 
dangerous. 
The Ace of Cups is often linked to the 
1I0ly Grail, and the beautiful chalice 
shown here certainly suggests that. 
Medieval m)th described the Grail as 
the cup which Jesus used at the Last 
Supper, and which SI. Joseph of 
Arimathca used to collect Christ's 
blood f~om the cross. Most likely, 
the Gr.t.i l goes back to pre·Christian 
Goddess worship, as a symbol of 
divine love and limitless gifts. The 

. modem psychological concept of 
"unconditional" love derives from 
the lIoly Grail and the Goddess's 
Cauldron of Plenty, 
The concentric circles at the upper left represent the medieval cosmos, 
where the planel~ (including the sun and moon) moved in perfect circles, with 
Earth and humanity at thc ccnter, and God touching all creation , The diagram 

i nt ersC(l~ the rim of the Cup. The medic\'aI cosmos fonned an intersection of 
imagination and the physical world, mysticism and science, 
The Cup appears partly transparent, partly dissoh'ed into the intense blue of 

the background. The clement of Water does not make strict scp-J.rations. Feeling<; 
Dow from one slate 10 another, we sense our connections with the world 

around us and with other people. We 1C'J.1'Tl lo merge \\ith others, in sexuality, 
in sharing, and in Im'e, 

DivinalOry mC'.tning.,,··w\'e, gre-.u happinc.~s. powerful emotions, a 
timc'of life being very good 10 us. 

R(. ... ·crscd .. The L1l1otions remain strong, bUllroubled. S:ldncss. 
The nctod 10 work at a relationship. 
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~OOFCUPS . 
'[be cups appear In 

lie comers. tipped over 
sHgIltly, as if pouring OUi 

tmOtion. The main image 
bert is of Ihe (Wo bodies, and 
the way they [low into each 
other. The card represents a 
fantasy of two souls and bodies 
merged together in Im'c. 
We see their torsos, without heads, 
arms, or legs. The head symbolizes 
consciousness, sclf-a\\--arcness, the ability 

to stand back and be critical. 
We lose alilhis when we give 

ourseh'cs so totally 10 love. 
Similarly, the arms and 

legs signi fy our 
im'oh'cmcnt in the 

world, ou r need 
10 take action , 

C'Jm money, 
e tc. 

7, 

None of that matters in a state 
of sexual and emotional bliss. 
Both figu res have an 
androIDnous quality, bUllhc 
one on top is clearly female, 
the bottom male. We might 
say that Ihis fC'o'Crses the 
missionary position, gi\ing 
primacy to the " fcmalc" 
qualiti es of mergin g, 
intuition, and love. In the 
Chinese orncle, the / Ching, 
we learn that yang, the active 
principle, naruraUy riSC\ while 
yin , the receptive, naturJlly 
sinks down. We can say the 
same about Fire and Water. 
111ercforc, the oraclc tclls us, 
wc want ~in above and r.mg 
below, so that they will mo\·c 
through C'Jch other instC'Jd 
of separating. In the Two of 
Cups wc see that same imagc, 
the woman abo\·c moving 

downward<i, the m;m bclow moving up. 

Di\'inatot)' meanings··Pcople joining in 
1o\'C, sharing, a m.'Y" relationship. AJr.u1 

from romance, the card mean s 
fecling in perfect harmony with 

yourself and the world. 
RC'fcrscd--lIolding back from 

a rclationship, separ-Juons. 
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TIIREE OF CUPS 
The most famous image for the Three 
of Cups comes from P'.1I1lela Colman 
Sm ith 's Ride r pack--three women 
dancing together, their anns entwined, 
each one holding a cup, raised before them 
like people about to drink a loasi. Da\'e 
McKean gi\'cs us a similar image here, though 
only ofhands. As a result, we cannot tell if they 
are male, female, or a mix. Friendship and 
sharing are not gender-specific qualities. 
The hands do not entwine the way they do in the 
classic image. InstC'J.d, they come from di fferent 
directions, only to blend into each other and their 

~nvironment. If we think of this 
~)'JTlbolicaJly, it describes pi..'Oplc from 
different backgrounds, C\'en CUltures, 
joining and working together while 
keeping their individuality. 
Like the 1\'1'0 and the Four, the Cups 
here have a gree ni sh tinge. 
Traditionally, green Signifies life and 
growth, 
If we look carefully, we can Stt "Tiling 
in the water below the Cups, and in 
the colors above them. The writing is 
distoned, watery, especially below. If 
wri ting sign ifies rationali ty, the 
distortion implies that emotional 
bonding counl~ more in fri endship 
than rational judgmenl. lIow('\'er, 
ano th er inte rpr etatio n (or 
"reading") might sec the writing as 
the communications that develop 
our feelings for each other and 
make them explicit. 

Di vinat ory meanin gs-­
Friendship, deep connC(tions, 
sharing, celebl"J.tion. 
Reve rsed--Difficul ti es 
between friends, lo s'~ of 
hannony. But sometimes 
independence, doing 
things by yourself. 



fOUR OF CUI'S 
The Goldt'lI}J\\ll call{.'d this 
card "Blen ded Pleasure" 
and described it as 
happiness thai may out last. 
Alcislcr Crowley called it 
"luxury," impt}ing an excess 
that may be temporJry. lIerc 
the Cups apl>car spilled, or 
turned O\'CI', ghing us a SCfl'iC 

of happiness already losl. 
Possib~ thc drep bonding 

of the previous IwO 
canis ha'i come 10 

an end. 

8' 

The nexi card will cmpha:.ize the 
c!uality of loss mo re deeply. 
TIle Rider \'crsion of the card did nO( 
emphasize loss so much as 3p'onhy. II 
showed a man unable to make usc of 
the Cups standing in front of him, or 
another one coming:L'i a gifl. There 
is something of the same k'Cling here, 
in the overturned Cups. Each suit, 
each clemen t, ca rri es its own 
problems and virtues. for Cups, the 
vi rtue is lo\'e (a.,\ well as other dt'Cp 
emotion) bUl lhc problem is passh1ly. 
In the piClUfC here, the Cops seem 
to be tumbling away frolllus. At the 
top we see what looks like a 
whirlpool , a s)'lllbol perhaps of 

ene'1.,)' being socked away. 
The coior green dominates this picture. Since green 
often sym boli zes growth, this suggests that 
opportunities and new possibilities still exist. 

Dhinatory mC'dning..'h\JYdthy, boredom, loss 
through inaction an d pass iv ity. 

Rl"!'erscd--Taking a<'1ion, making a 
decision . Pre\'cnting loss. 



FIVE OF CUPS 
The theme of loss becomes much 

more spedfic here. Not only do four 
Cups lie on their sides, but we sec what 

looks like red liquid all around the 
bottom three. Red suggests blood, and 

when we sec it on a field of white, it recalls 
the image of blood on snow, a traditional 

S}mbol oflost innocence. "':e also might think 
of the red as wine, in which case we have lost 
the lUxury and abundance of some of the 
previous cards. 
The image recalls· the Rider 
version of this card, wh ich 
showed a man or woman (the 
figure stands wr'J.ppcd in a dark 
cloak of sorrow ). looking 
moumfuUyat thrctt ~"Pilk>d Cups, 
wh il c two oth ers remain 
standing, unnoticed , behind 
hinvher. Uere we St'C four Cups 
spilk'<l. , which implies a more 
seve re loss. Uoweve r, the 
arrMlgement allows us to make 
a specific connection to the 
last card. The single upright ' 
Cup may represent hope, 

like the single, ben ign 
spirit left in Pandom's 

box , after she'd 
unleashed all the 

sorrows. 
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The standing Cup also may 
signify what is really impon:Ult, 
in other words, what is not lost 
so easily. After the sorrow of 
losing luxury, we may retum \0 a 
sense of what really matters to us. 
If we connect the four Spilll,([ Cups 
to the last card, then the fifth Cup, 
the unspil1 ed one, is something 
added to create the new picture. In 
other word~, it spnbolizcs something 

nl'W and positive that ha .. come into our livcs during 
a time of sorrow. 
We sec writing at the top right of the card. In contrJSt 
to the Three, the writing is clear, if ornatc. It fIlay 
symbolize the abili ty of consciousness--or ~lrI - -to 

understand, and therefore accept, painful losS. 

Divinatory mean ings--Loss, sorro\\~' deep 
emotion. , 

Re\"erscd--Understanding, fresh hope, 
an appreciation for what remains. 

or else something new and 
hopeful. 



~IX Of CUPS 
In conlrasllo the spilled and disorderly Cups 

of the past two canis, the CUps here Sland in a Il{"JI arrangemCflt 
They bring back a sense of peace and serenity \0 the suit. We sec the 

same effect in the color, thai intense blue we saw in the Ace. And yet, there is also 
a danger in this orderliness. As we have seen, the Cups' qUality of quiet dreaminess can 

lead 10 passivity. There is little in this card that speaks of dynamism or action. 
The Six of Cups often signifies nostalgia, a habit of looking at the JYJSt , especially childhood, through 
a soft (Watery) focus. We see Ihis theme in the photographs, mostly of children. The photos carry an 
antique quality, increasing the sense of looking hackwards. Some of them, especially the one on the 

lower right, look distorted, implying that these are nol de-df memories, bulmcmories that are blu'rred by 
emotion, possibly sentimentali ty. 

At lower left we see what looks like a box, at lower right a frame, or mantelpiece. These are all ways we 
kL'CP, or display, old photographs. They emphasize again that sense of stored-up memories, An interesting 

detail appcms on the fOl ...... ard Cup: it seems to be the figu re of the child (rom the photo 

, 
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at bonom right. ItowC\'er, if you tum 
the card upside down the image on 
the Cup resembles an angel wilh a 
blank face , holding something, pos.sibl~ 
a baby, in its arms. 

Di vin ato ry mcanin gs--M emori c~ 

especially of childhood, nostalgi; 
sometim es sen timental it' 

Re\·ersed--Looking ahead 
instead of backwJrds. Ar 

honest appraisal of the 
past, particularly 

childhood. A 
stripping away 

of illusions. 



SEVEN OF CUPS 
The prC\;ous C'drds ha\·c gh·en us 

fai rly :;truightforward imaglO:;. With 
the SC\"(.'r\ we come to something more 

complex and mysteriou:;. We see what 
looks like a hard, maybe metal, mask. 

IlowC\'er, if there is a face behind it, the face 
appears unfocu,'il'll, out of line \\ith the eyeholt5. 

We find the only eyes in the picture down below, 
in th e forlll of crude dmwings, like a child's. 

This mystcrious quality of the card matches its 
trdditional theme, that of fantasy, or illusion. What 
is real whcn the face is a mask, and the ey'~ 
cannot see? In traditionitl 
\·crsions, the fantasies are 
simply daydrC'Jms. Here we 
find something deeper, which 
actually belongs. more to the 
clement of Water. the card 
conveys an otherworldly 
stmngenes: •. 
If the face represents a mask, 
then the mask is wondcrfully 
fonned, subtle and expressi\'c-­
a work of art. M)\h, and dmuns, 
and art, Itre nOl. lhe ultimate 
rC'.uil)', but they allow us to gain 
a sense of Ihat re.tiity, a Watcrlike 
intui tion of truth behind the ma~k 
of mystery. 
The Cups appc'dr above the mask, 
like a headdress of drca.m.~. Though 
thl'Y line up just as (onnally as in 
the Six, the different angle, and their , 
place above the face , gi,·c them a 
much more dynamic quality--the 
dYIl<uniSm of tl rt. 

Dh·inatol)' Illcanings--Fantasies, 
mystery, dreams, stmnge and 
captivating ideas. May also 
mean masking ou r true 
feelings. 
Reve rsed--Real ism, 
assessmen t of what 

needs to be done, 
pUlling dreams 

into action. 
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EIGIIT Of CUPS 
Here again we sec a complex 

picture. Most of the Cups appear 
blurred, or even physically distorted. 

11Ie only one we can sec dearly is 
ringed by what looks like copper .... ire, 
or maybe the kind of energy Irdcks 
made by clemcmary p-Jrticles in hlgh~ 
speed accelerators. The Cups in the 
top half of the run! appC'M splashed 

by waler, or maybe golden light. 
The effect is that of stability 

and movement at the 
same time. 
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The traditional meanings 
for Ihis card spe-J.k of 
leaving th ings hehi nd : 
"AIrJlldoned Success" as , 
the Golden Da\\ll ('.tiled it. 
Pamela Smith 's Rider 
version showed a man 
turn ing his back on eight 
Cups stand ing lI e:! ll y 
together. The man wal ks 
uphill , Iilcl".llly going on [0 

higher things. IIcrc we do not 
see anyone actual ly l ~l\ing the 
Cups, bUI we do gCl thai quality 
of energy and change. 
AI fi rst, it may seem thai the Cups 
have spilk>d, for tlwy all lie on their 
side. But Ihf)' are nOI in disarr.1Y, as 
with the Four, and nothing pours out 
of them, a~ with the Fil'e. If we turn 
the card sideways we get a view of 
them a~ nc-.atly stacked, each in their 
own comp:u"tment, or chamber. And 
yet, they do not appc'Jr statiC, or dull. 
The walls of the compartments blu r 
and shimmy, a~ if seen through w"Jter. 

f1a~hes of Ught shine on them. 

Divinatory mc-.anings--Possibility of change in a 
stable situation. Flashes of exci tement , 

mOI·cmcnl. 
Rc':erscd··Stability becomes empha~i7.ed. 

Seeing the value in what you have. 
Rcsisting a desi re to movc on . 



NINE OF CUPS 
The Cups appear in 
the air like a mandala, 
Qr some mystical wheel 
of life. If we look at the 
picture for awhile the Cups 
may begin to move in a Circle, 
like the whcel turning. Behind 
them we see that deep blue of 
mystery and the unconscious, while 
be low we see a go lden li£hl . 
The mandala of Cups spins, taking us 
deep into our dreams. But the dream 

here is of the body, of nakedness 
and desire. On the right half 

of the wheel we see a large 
but faint image of a naked 
woman ~ The image 

repe'JlS ilSC~ SC'o·er.u 
times, smaller but 

more preCise. 
Water 
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is the clement of love, of 
fantasy, of emotion. We 
spend a great deal of ou r 
imaginative CIlergy on St'Xuai 
images. Imagining the 
perfect woman or man. 
Imagining ou rselves as 
re.lUtiful and desimble. The 
anist lakes tht'Se fantasies 
and uses them as a vehicle 
for something less personal, 
even serene, as if an, in its 
unive rsa li ty, transce nds 
physical desi re. This is the 
image of harmony, of beauty 
as an idC'Ji. The figure of the 
woman, gracefully posed , 
voluptuous and elegant, takes 
on that quality of an. We see 
her only from the back, fo r 
when indiVidual fantasy 
becomes trJIlsmuted into an. 
personalities no longer matter. 
At the bottom we see a 

fragment of print We see a reference 10 a 
documentary, and a <Iuestion, followed by 
the words, "Is anyone ... " What is the full 
question? Maybe, "Is anyone there?" Docs 
this suggest that Ihe universality of art-· 
or the fomllcssness of water--oblitemlt's 
indhidual personality? 

DivinalOry mC'JJl ings-.J>csire, beauty, 
sexual excitement--or possihly, the 

perfe<:tion of an. 
Re."el'Sed--Fruslmtion, an 

O\'Cr-ernphasis on personal 
desires and fantasies. 



TEN OF CUPS 
Once again we see the face of 
the dre.uner, \\ith il<; closed eyes. 
Ilere the color:tlld shading giR'S 

the face a very feminine quality. 
If we look at the Ten of Swords we 
may sec the exact same face as 
masculine. (I ha\'e shown these t\\'o 
cards to two people who knew 
nothing about the deck, and asked 
about C'Jch card, "Doe> this look like 
a man or a woman to you?" Both 

people immediatc!y described the Cups figure as female, 
and the Sword~ as male·-even though they recognized Ihat 

the features on both faces were identical.) This mutability of gender shows the power of art. 
The sense of dre-dfIling belongs most appropriately to this suit, and in fact , the blue of the card emphasizes drC'.un 

and mystery more than any of the other Tens. The "woman"' closes her eyes and dre-Jms of ten Cups, symbols fo r the 
possibilities of fantasy and art. TIley appear neatly stacked in two rows--or else one set is the mirror image of the other. 

Traditionally, this card means perfect joy, or a life of happiness. In contrast to some other decks, the joy here appears 
more quiet and serene. It also comes from deep within the self, rather than any outside material possessions or pleasures. 

A large X appears above the Cups. Of course, it fo nns the Roman numeml for ten, but X also Signifies something that is 
banned or forbijkieil ~ Are there fo rbidden dreams, or fantasi es, or desires sti ll undiscovered after our movement through 
the suit of Cups? 

Divinatory me-Jtlings·-lIappinl'Ss, joy, love. A sense of contentment and inner I>C'Jce. 
Reverscd-·The quality of joy remains, but there ntay be a nloed to SC'Jrch fo r it, or look past momentary 

frustrations. 
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ACE OF SWORDS 
The suit of Swords belongs 10 the 
clcmcnt of Air, which is related to 
thinking. Therefore, ,the Sword 
S)moolizcs a clear mind..ofiginality, 
analysis. We might think of the 
Sword (we imaginc Cups, we think 
of Swords) as cutting through 
illusions, or slici ng through 
confused ideas. The sharpness of 
the blade is said to svmbolil£ a mind 

" "' capable of making fint? distinl1ions. 
nut a sword is also a weapon. In 
fad , it is probably the first human 
creation designed for no purpose 
other than kill ing other humans. 
Unlike an axe or a knife, you 
cannot use it as a tool. Unlike a 
bow or a spear you cannot hunt 
very wcll wi th it. So the Sword in 
the Tarot also represems conOid 
and pain. At the same time, the 
association wi th battle gives it the 
quali ty of cour.tge. 
The ~'word here reaches up from 
a dark night to stormy clouds. 
Hre below the clouds gh~ them 
a reddish tingc. All these images establish the suit as something harsh and 
painful , themes wc wi ll see latcr in such cards as the Threc; thc Five, and the 
Nine. But we also get a sense here of courdge, and the willingncss to confront reality. 
The Sword is shown clC'Jrly, not blurred like the Cup. This signifi es the difference between­

thinking and fceling. Thinking is pfl'Cisc, sharp, especially when we ha\'c thc courage to look 
at our issues \\ith total honesty and self·awareness. 

Oi\inatory mcanings··Couragc, strong emotion, thinking thing.~ through 
\'cry clearly, fadng conflict or pain honestly. 

RC\·cl'Slod··Confuscd thinking, difficulty in facing 
issues, fear of confl ict. 

ss 



lWO 
OF SWORDS 

The P'Jmela Smith Rider 
version of this card showed 

a blindfolded woman holding Iwo 
Swords, as if 10 defend herself 

against all comers , without 
distinguishing bClwccn them. Here we 

sec an eye Ihal is wide open, as if to 
look ",ilh total honesty at whatever pain 
or conflil..1 the person 
might he facing. b) 'CS, 
and the faculty of 
sight , come up 

fCl>eatcdly in the 
Swords cards. 

s. 

Thc number Tw o 
suggests dualities, or 
opposites , possibl y 
CXI1'Cl11C differences. Here 

we sec a sharp contrast 
between the dark and light 
arc-AS of the c.lrd. The light 
area begins at the woman's 
face (th e eye appears 
feminine) , but then merges 
into whitCf'K."SS, just as the red 
on Ihe left of th e woman 
merges into black. Red in the 
Swords cards suggests bOlh 
blood and I1re. Notice thaI the 
red/ black area of Ih e card 
dominates, ghing an impression of 
a face peering into something dark 
and frightening. 
We do not see a whole Sword in the 
picture. One lacks a h,Ulille, the other 
a [)Oint (except for the Ten and the 
Ace, all the other cards show a 
mix1Urc of whole and partial Sword~) . 

This suggests incomplete, or 
unresolved, issues in a person's life. 
The Ace showed a crescent moon in 

the sky. Here we see a crescent-shaped sign for "luna 
meubles," that is, "moon furn iture." This odd image 
intrudes on the face from the dark part of the card. 

Divinatory mC'J.nings-·l.ooking at something 
honestly, unblinking in the face of danger. 

Dualities, sharp diffe rences betwccn 
pt'Oplc. 

RC\'Crscd··I.ooking a\\'ay from 
somet hing. May al so 

mean reso lvin g 
difficult issues. 



THR.f.E OF SWORDS 
The first Tarot deck to include a scene or S)Tnbolic 
imagery on the Minor Arcana cards was not the Rider deck, as 
many people beliC'o'e. One of the earliest Italian decks, knO\\l1 today 
as the "Sola·Busci '· deck, included such scenes when it was painted 
sometime in the late fifteenth century, The Rider image of the Three 

of Swords derives directly from the Sola-Busci : a picture of the usual 
symbol for a heart, pierced by three Swords. 

The Vertigo Tarot takes this ancient image in a more literal, and 

'0 

direction, The red mass in the center of the card 
looks like a heart tom from its body and wildly 

pumping out blood, 
Tho'Ugh the Swords go in 
front of the heart (if that 
is what it is) rather 
than through it, the 
closed eye with 
blood across 
it increases 
the feeling 
of great 
pain and 
violence . 
The eye is 
closed here, as 
if unablc to look 
at the sight. Thc 
area of thc face is 
much smaller than 
on the previous card, 
Comparing the two 
pictures, we get a sense 
of the pain taking over, 

driving awa y our 
humanity. Anyone who 

has C\lcr gonc through a 
period of depf(."\.~ion-or 

for that matter, long 
ph}'Sical pain- will know 
the feeling of becoming less 
of a person. Ufe call oc'Corne 
boxed- in , CnCOl1l[laSSing 
only that onc thing, anguish, 

Dhinatory mt'<lIIings--Pain, 
sadness , poss ible 
cmotional disturpance. 

RC'o'crscd--RclC'Jse fJ1)l11 
sorrow or depression, 



FOUR OF SWORDS 
The Golden O'J\\1l called this card 

"Rest From Strife." Pamela Smith 
depicted that idea as a knight asleep 

in a church. The Vertigo Tarot version 
picks up on thai image, shov.;ng the face 

of someone sleeping peacefully while the 
Sword~ appear 10 rise past him or her, into 

the darkness. Cards 1\\'0, Three, and Four 
form a sequence-·the unflinching eye, the 
closed eye splashed with blood, the sleeping 
figure withdrawn from the conflict. The 
expression seems peaceful , even smiling. 
The face rests on a splash of red 
like the blood on the previous 
card. Beyond it we see either a 
6re or a golden light. Considering 
the sequence of C<lrd~ (including 
the Five) , a fire is more likely, 
suggesting that the problems 

burn out of control while the 
person withdraws. At the 

same time, however, the 
Swords rising into the 

air would hint at a 
rclC'.lSC from pain, 

as if the situation 
resol\l.'S ilsclf 

on its 0\\11. 

9' 

A letler, or some 
other kind of 
document, SL'Cms 10 
be dissolving into the 
person's mouth, or else 
rising oul of it. Can we 
take this as infonnalion, 

or knowledge, or ideas, coming to the 
person while he or she rcsl~? 

Oi\inalory mC'JIlings--Rcst, .... ithdf'd\\"M, 
a truce. Prob lems may resolve 

themselves on thei r own. 
Reversed-·Becoming more 

involved. Taking aCl ion. 
Infonnation that prompts 

someone 10 do 
something. 



We see what looks 
like an C'M above and 

between the eyes, "'lth 
possibly another C'dr underne-dth the leh 

l1'C. The senses of sight and sound have become 

FIVE OF SWORDS 
As described above, the 

number Five in the Minor Arcana 
signiOes loss, or difficulties. If we add 

this to the painful imagery of the Swords 
suit, we can expect the kind of image*we Sl'C 

here, The face is distoned, co\'ered over with a 
red substance which is too dense and solid for blood, 

but still conveys pain, or anger, Most dramatically, the 
only Sword shown in its entirety actually piercl'S the 

person 's mouth. Going through both lips as it does, it 
eff'ecth'cly seals them shut. The tradition.t! meaning for this 

card is "Defe-dl,': ..... ith attendanl ideas of shame and 
humiliation. The image of the 
Sword through the mouth gil'(~ 
us a sense of people unable 
even to speak about what h'l~ 
happened to them. 
The red material forms a 
mask, a little like the Se'ien 
of Cups, But here the effect 
is more ugly than m~'Sterious. 
E\'en under the mask, the 
face has become distol1ed, 
the way shanlC can di5to11 
a person's sense of who 
she or he is. The eyes 
arc oul or line \\ith the 
mouth, The rigllt lj'e 
(left side of the 
picture ) is 
strt'lched, as if 
pulled OUI 

of shape. 

, distorted, in the way that people in physical or 
emotional pain become confused, unable 10 think , 

clearly or focus their attention. 

Divinalory meanings--Defeal , shame, 
depression, silence. A harsh situation where 
a person fecl~ incapable of speaking out. 
Rcvel'Sl-d--SpC'dking up, defending 
you rself. Refusal 10 accept 
defC'dt. 
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SlX OF SWORDS 
After sewml Guds of pai n, we 
sec the other sid(' of the Swords 
suit, that of intellect (though books 
on Taro\ usually stress their mental 
faculty, the actual Swords cards in the 
many different decks tend to show conflict 
much more than thought). We Sl'C the Swords 
poised, a lillie like a fence, bcforecomplicatt-d 
images, the productions of the mind . 
On the left we sec wheels and r.!tchets, like some 
eighteenth-century br ... ~s clockwork machine. It 
could stand for tL'(hnology as a whole, but also 
the (eighteenth century) helief in the universe as 

a product of pure reason, God's 
perfect clock. More prominently in 
the card we see a large and vcry 
com plex kind of latticework or 
geometric diagmm. Again, the effect 
is one of thought, in panicular, thought 
separated from emotion. The diagmm 
may remind us of mooieV'.!! attempts 
to fit evcrything in the universc, seen 
and unseen, into some perfl'Ct pattem, 
di scernible by intellect alone . 
And yet, there is a lack of simplicity. 
When we attempt to make C\'erything 
fit intellectually, with C\'e111hing ha\ing 
its place in some gmnd scheme, wc 
may become obsessivc, with our 
visions becoming more and more 
complicated. This is what happened 
to the medieval cosmos, wi th its 
descri ption of the universe as 
concentric circles moving in 
harmony. The card also suggests 
that we can never realiy scpamte 
from ollr emotions, for the same 
colors we havc seen before, red, 
gold, and h!;lCk, domin:lle this 
card like the others. 

Divinatory mC'Anings--inteIlL'l1, 
great ideas, seeing how 
C\'e111hing fits together. May 
me:Ul separ.!ting your idC' ... ~ 
from your cmotions. 
ReliC rscd --Uccom i ng 
emotional. Possi bly 
seeing the naws or 
difficulti es in 
some gra nd 

idea. 



SEVE!"l 
OF SWORDS 
Again wc see body 
parts through holes, as if 
from behind a mask of 
some kind. 1\\'0 eyes, and a 
mouth. h'ven more than the F"rI'C, 
howC'I'er, they do not go togethcr 
in any order, though they probably 
come from the saine face. When we 
look again, we see thatlhc top I:!ye at 

• 
least looks al us from a hole in a 
complctc facc. The face is \'el1' blurred 
and is hard e\'en 10 make Ollt. 

The sense of the card is of the 
whole self being vague and 

unformed. Only pans of 
our selyes, our lives, 

manage to become 
clearly d~ncd--and 

these parts are 
isolated from 

each oth er. 
They do not 

match 
up. 

'4 

The Golden Dawn 
nam ed thi s card 
"Unstable Effort. " 
Cro .... icy called it "Futility." 
We see somcthing of the 
same idea here, though 
with more of a sense of 
partial effort , or an effort 
that is still struggling 10 

make an impact. The image 
of the blurred face suggesl" 
that the struggle is to definc 
clearly who we are, what 
matters to us, what makes us 
uniquc, with an individual 
pe rso nalit y. These ar e 
intellectual issut'S as much ,L~ 
emotional ones. 
Once again, the Swords go 
across the face, like a fence. 
They create a kind of barrier. 

suggesting obstacles, either from other 
people, or just from life itself, in the 
struggle fo r self-definition. 

Divinat011' me-.mings--Difficult effort, 
struggle, attempts to see things de-my. 
The need to define yourself and yOllr 

position. 
Reversed-- Indillidualitv. The 

• • 

perso n' s efforts a re 
rewarded. CIC'Jring away 

obstacles. 



ElGUT 
Of~'WORDS 

The picture is 
stunning in its simple 

concept , managing to be 
Jitcl".t.l and S)mbolic at the same 

time. There are actually two 
pictures here, dt'(lCllding on whether 
we re-dd it from the top down or the 
bottom up. That is, do we see it as a 
Sword wrapped and tied up until we 
no longer know what it is, or the 
opposite, a package unwrapped and 
wscO\'ered to Oe a Sword? 
The Rider image for this card showed 
a woman bound by thick 
ropes, fenced in by Swords, 
and blindfolded. This version 
continues the idea of binding, 
but now it is the Sword itself 
that becomes confined, 
concealed, disguised. How we 
re-dd this card depends a great 
deal on how we view the 
Sword. Docs it mean anger, 
aggression? If so, then the 
binding wou ld symbolize 
taming, or maybe burying, such 
dangerous emotions--and 
untying the package would mean 
releasing them. 
Is it an act of decency, even 
civilization, to bury anger? Or is 
it repression? Some situations 
really do require anger. How 
many of us have sw.t.llowed anger 
at injustice bCt'ause we learned 
as children not 10 "make a 
scene"? Yet, consttnt arguments 
have killed many relationships. 
And what of the other Sword 
quality, clear th ought? The 
binding of the Sword also can 
symbolize confusion, especially 
the attempt hyothers to keep us mystified 
and unable 10 see our si tuation clearly. 
Then the untying of the Sword would 
mean a liberation through thinking. 

Divinatory meanings--Concealing or 
bUIjing feelings of aggression. Acting 
polite or nice when you don ' t 
necessarily feel it. Allowing other 
people to confuse you. 

Reversed-- Releasing anger or 
other strong emotions. Seeing 

things clearly, especially after 
a period of confusion . 
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NINE m' SWORDS 
Thi s powerful and 
frightening image returns 
us to the Swords' theme of 

suffering. The Golden I}d"'n 
called this carc.l "Despair 
and Cruelt y." Crowley 
shortened it simpl y to 
"Cnlelty." lntcrcstingly, Smith 
showed us someone sWing 
up in bed and cf'}ing, so that 
the hands cover the face. By 
contrast, ~ Vertigo \'Crsion 
of ihe Nine of Swords , 
depicts another eye, clear 

and unflinching despite 
the Swords poi nted 

directly at it. 

9' 

The picture is \l.!1)' frightening, C\CI1 

gnlcsome in its implications. Ilul it 
also is courageous. We get a feeling 
that nothing, no pain or cruelty or 
oppression, will make this pt' rson 
look away or deny tht' truth . 
We also gel a sense of soml'One who 
has to go through a great deal to 
arrive at this honesty. The l1'c looks 
out at us from behind a kind of mud 
\\I'dll which has cracked open. The 
wall is blood-red, like the l'ye. It 
might make us thin k of someone 
walled in by despair and suffcring, 
until fi nally she or he brC'dks open 
the walllhrough cour-Jge alone. 
If we think of thiS as a frolen 

moment, what "'ill happen when the Swords aClwtlly 
strike? What kind of pain will the person endure 
for daring to look? 

Dhinatory mC4Ulings-FJlduring a mid or JYJinful 
situation. Refusing to give in or look away. 

Reversed··Turn ing away from 
something. Amiding a painful 

situation. 



TEN m' SWORDS 
The l.'}'cs :irc closed here, 

but not to avoid an~1hing. 
Instead, we renlm 10 the image 

of the drC'.lmer, who dfl'ams the 
different visions of the suit. In this 

C'A.~, Ihe df(>'Jnl is not of conflict, or pain, 
or aggression , despite ,their strong 

presence in the Swords cards. JosIC'Jd, 
we see an abstmct urcmn of the imcllC(\ 
and its construction s. This dreamer 
creates a universe of thought ("Jther than 
sensuality. We may think of this as an 

escarll' or a relreal from the "" , 
difficult issues r.used in the 
previous cards--or we may 
look at it as transcendence, 
the ability of the mind 10 rise 
beyond the painful details of 
life into abstrJct visions of pure 
imcllect. 
As mentioned above, the face 
here takes on a masculine 
quali ty, despite being the same 
face as the "feminine" one on 
the Ten of Cups. Traditionally, 
the suits are often described a<; 
mare--Wands and Swords, and 
femare --Cups and Pentacles. 
The Sword" arc Sln:1ched across 
the space between the face and 
the graphic images :Ibo\'e it. 
Their curved hilts seem 10 
merge into the delicate web 
or ratticework structures 
behind them. 
In contrJst 10 the Six, the 
images here are not 
cluttered, but ordcrly. On 
the righi, we sec a figurc 
\litlJin a circle, rtwinding 
us of dmwings showing 

the human 00dy in classic proportions. Thc 
do,m;,""" image is one of perfect circles 

connected and interlaced with weblike li nes 
producing triangiL'S and other geometric fonns. At 

the end of the suit, the mind gives us the ability to 
tmnscend pain through the act of contemplating the 

world"s abstmct perfcction. 

Oivinatory meanings-- lntel1ect, abstraction, 
perfcction of thought, detachment from 
emotion or daily worries. 

Rl" .. erst.'ti--Confusion, :t flawed vision, 
becoming dist .... Jctctl by worry or 

responsibility. 
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ACF. OF PF.NTAC(.F.S 
The Pentacle symbol is a 

relatively new one for the fourth 
suil. Older Tarot decks used Coins, 

emblem of the practical e\,eryday 
aspects of life. One 'thf\Ory of the 
Tarot's origins suggest.; that the four 
SUilS represent the four classes of 
mooiCV'allifc. W:Ulds (or S(aI:es) stood 
for peasants, Cups for the clergy 
(because of the communion cup), 

S\\'ords for the nohili!)" and Coins for 
merchants. The Order of the Golden 
!)awn changed 'the Coins i'o Pentacles, 
partly because Ihey wanted a symbol 
con nected to ceremonial magic, and , 
partly because they wanted something 
with a wider range of meanings than 
commerce. 
Pentacles are the suit of Earth, which 
means the practical and the e'I'cryday, 
but ,also nature, physical reality, 
whatc\'cr is re-al and solid. 
We ha\'c seen wriling in C'Jch of the 
suits. In Pentacles, howC\'cr, the art 
of writing bocomcs more promincn~ 

a major S)mbol on the Ace, the 
Four, and the Nine. 

, 

, 

-
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The element of 
E~lrth means realil.ation, 
and writing is the most 
realized of the arts, the most 
didactic, the most explicit and 
concl'C{e in its messages. N(){ice. by 
the way, that we cannot al1ually read 
the particular writings. Their content 
does not malter here, Just the fact of 
their existence as physical objects. 
The Pentacle appears \\ithin :Ul om:ue 
disk, a tribute to the suifs okler forms. 
Grapevin es decorate the disk. 
Traditionally, grapes !»1Ilbolize the 
abundance and joy of the natural 
world. This is partly bet:ause gr.Ipes 
are used to make wine, which we 
use for celebrations and religious 
rituals. Pentacles and Cups (f.arth 
and Water) are traditi onally 
considered feminine. 

Oivinatory meanings--Security, 
abundance, physical pleasu re, 
weal th. 
RC\-cr.;ed--Difficulties Qr argulIlllllS 

J 
around money. Dissati!>iaction \\;th 
simple security. 



lWO OF PENTAO .FS 
The dualities that we saw in the othcr 1\\'os hccomc more 

pronounced here. The light and dark parts of the card \inuaily mirror 
C"dch other. At the samc timc, the opposites blend together, just as tlll'Y did in 

the necks of the torsos from the Th'O of CUllS, AI thc border, the light spir.us imo a 
tight coil, out i , The effect is similar to the Chinese ~irvyang !l)mbol, 

where the contains a spot of light and \ice \'efS<l. 

The light 
Pentacle appears 

right side up, the dark 
one upside-dO\\ll. lIlC\itably, 

this wi ll suggest "whitc" and .. 

r • -. 
~ 
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The Pentacles do not apllC'Jf in disks, 
but within the more basic g(.'ometric 
fornl of arclcs. COldely drJwn lines go 
around them as well , like a child's 
attempt to enclose them in rectangles. 
The ci rcles may symbolize th e 
perfection of nature's laws, while 
the "rectangles" signify the 
sloppy imperfection of 
nature's N".uity. 

each other. The Pentacle appears in magic it represents the human body, Stand 
with your anns out 10 the sides, and your legs spread, and )'OU will form a Pentacle. Upside down , 

Ihe genitals are alxwe Ihe head, S)1l1boli7jng sexual magic, but also a state where desire O\'e'1Xlwers 
mor.uity. 

If we turn the card around, then the dark Pentacle lx.'Comcs right side up, and the light 
one l'C"ersed. Try it both ways, and SI..'e which Pentacle appears more dPlantiC 

in C"dch position. 

Ohinatory mcanings.-Balance, exchange of energy, 1ll00'CIllent 
between different kinds of work. 

Rl'\'ersed--lmbaJance, The nl'tod 10 focus your 
energy on one task, or one :lrt"'.! of your 

life, l'\'cn if th is IIIC'JIlS letting 

•• 



THREE OF 
PENTACLES 

ThRoe Pentacles appear on this 
face, with its swirl of light around 

the hC'Jd, like a kind of IUrlYJJ1. One falls 
more or less at the place of the third eye, 

Ihc site of psychic awa~ness . A second goes 
o\'cr Ihc left eye and ear. The one we instantly 
notice, however, is thc one thaI appears over 

the mouth. Ilartly, we see Ihi,s 
one so prominently bocause the 

olh er two fade more into the 
background . More Important, it 

strikes us so strongly ~'ause il gives 
the impression of the mouth wide 
open, with the Pentacle nlling it. 
What do we say when we say a 
Pentacle? What does speech mC'JJ1 in 
the suit of Earth? Maybe speech here 
would indicate the wars we express 
ourselves in the world, the thing.s we 
do that nllrt'SClll ll.'i, I1)f kind or work 
we do, whal we produ~c and give \0 

others-- jn cxch:Ulge for money, bill 
also as a way 10 realize our 

, crcati\ity. 
TrJdilionally, the Thrre of Pentacl<'S 
invol\'es the idea of work, and 
eqmalJy mastery at wnatl'\'Cr work 

• 

the person ha~ chosen. The Rider 
image showed an artist in a church, _ 
advised .hy a monk (spiritual 
understanding) and an architect 
(practical knowledge). We see 
something sim ilar here, in the 
arrJ.ngement of the Pentacles. The 
third eye Pentacle signifies spiritual 
truth, without whiCH any work, hUI 
especially an, becomes empty. The eye 
knowledge and skill. The mouth represents the actual 

work of producing something in Ihe real world . 

Dhinatory mC'JIlings··llani ..... ork, maslCl)\ skill, 
cooper-J.Uon, success. 

RC\·erscd··Mcdiocrity, failure \0 

do the ix'st possible, 
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FOUR OF PENTACLES 
Four is die number of the physical world. TIlere 

are four solar events marking the natural sea~ons--
the equinoxes, when light and dark balance, and the 

solstices, when light and dark reach their extremes. There are 
fOllr natural shaped by the north and south poll'S of the 

Earth's axis I the dirl'Ctions of sunrise and sunsct on the 

, eqUinoxes. Our bodies also 
naturally kno\\' four (horizontal) 
dirl'Ctions--before us, behind us, to the 
right and to the left. The number Four 
rool~ us in the physical world, just a~ 
the suit of Pentacles does. 
Traditionally, the Four of Pentacles 

,. /1 represents the protection and power 
of possessions. This is actually the 
only card where we sec the same 
ornate I}entaclcs we saw on the Ace. 
But even more than the Pentacles 
themsclves, writing dominates this 
card . We see it in different 
directions, different fonn s. ThIIS, 
it is not possessions but creativc 
work that gi\'l'S powcr. 
On the Three we saw those 
crude rectangles. A similar 
shape appears on the Four, more 
adV'Jnced, bm still far from the 
pure geometric form. On the 
Four, three sides of a more 

• correct rectangle interscctthe 
two Pentacles on the left. And 
the Pentacles themselves create 
a pctfect square. We have been 
moving tOW'Jfd~ the realization 
of an ideal, symbolized by 

geometry. In fact, the geometric ideal does not realize itself 
in the abstract dmwings, but in the physical Pentacles. In other 
words, in the suit of Earth, we best fulfill our idC'als through the actual 
work we produce in the world. 

Di\'inatory meanings--Achievement, realization of goals, 
power derived from skill or possessions. Structure. 
Re\'ersed--Letting things go, lack of concern for 
material things, possibly a need for more 

structure in life. 
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~lVE 

OF PENTAClES 
,\s we 've already seen, the 
number Fi\'e in the Tarot signifies 
struggle and loss, In Pentacles this 
becomes tl"J,lIsJatoo 10 wh:1I the Gold"'1 D'J,\\11 
called "Material Trouble," depiCll'tl .:.:.:.:_ ... -
in the Rider version as (\0.'0 people, 
barefoot and on crutchL'S in the 
snow, We get no such graphic 
image here, but we do gel a 
picture of things torn ;: stained, 
or disfigured. Notice how cnJdc 
the Pentacles arc compared to 
the la'it card, They do not have 
any circles around them, let 
alo ne di sks . Th ey sta nd 
exposed, naked, without any 
protcct!on agalns~ hardship, 
or the power of others, If the 

Pentacle represents the 
human body, then the 

body here stands 
weak, or injured, 
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The Four 
com pleted 
a process of 
reali za tion 
symbolized by 
th e variou s 
incomplet e 
rectangles. We 
return here to a 
rough state wilh the 
large Pentaclc 
sCl"dtched around the 
other fivc. The linl."'\ do 
not all mcct; thl'Y veer 
off as if the hand 
scl"J.!ching it had slipped. 
The figure not only docs 

not encompass all the other I'entades, it 
docs hot C\'ct! touch one of them: thc one 
at upper right, which has a piece of its own 
Pentacle body tom off. After the last cArd, 
we now get a feeling of starting o\'er··possibly 
at a higher 1C\'el. 

Oivinatory meanings··Los.'I , money troubles, 
possible sickness (though as Tarot readers 

we should avoid predicting illness, 
particularly se rious il ln ess , and 

p:lrlicul:l rly whcn the readcr b 
inexperienced) . 

Rl· ... CI'Sl>d··Rl'Cm'cry. takin~ 
:lction to bellcr your 

situation. 



SIX OF PEJIlTACn:s 
We see a cartoon like 

drawing of Pentacles passing 
bcrween two hands like coins from 

one person to another. If the Five 
showed physical difficulties, then the 
Six shows help, or charity. In the Rider 
version, the Iwo beggars from the Five 
are shown on their knees before a ' 
merchant who is giving them alms. The 
theme is assistance, bUI also inequality. 
Here, if money is changing hands 
(compare this card with the Nine, where 
the Pentacles appC'.tr more clearly like 
Coins) , there is still no hierarchy, no 
onc playing the role of beggar. 
The two hands mirror each other. 
Only the colors change. As with the 

, , 

1\\'0, the yin/yang symbol comes 10 mind. The light hand appe'drs v.ithin the dark, the 
dark within the light. We can ask the same question we did with the ,,"'0 . Docs it change the feeling 
oflhe piclure to tum it upside down? Actually, the hands, or at least the fingers, look more like shadows, or 
silhoueUl'S, in black and white. The only three-dimensional parts we see are the anns and backs of the hand .. , 

which appe-J.r wrapped, or bound, in cord. The rough cord marks take away the abstract penection of the 
silhouettes. Thl'}' bring in a rough physical re-J..Iity, with the possible suggestion of pain, or physical limitations. 

The crudely drawn or scratched Pentacle from the Five (or one \·ery much like it) appears again on this 
card, behind each of the hands. It gives us a direct connection between the two cards. 

DivinalOry meanings--Sharing. People helping each other, panicularly against physical 
limitations. Receiving or gi\;ng hclp. 

Rc\"erscd--Doing things alone. People holding back fmm each other. Possibly 
inequalities between people. 
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SEVEN OF PENTACLE.1j 
The eyes arc clostod, so that 

the face resembles the figure 
we see on the Tens. Is this face 

d re amin g, or simply 
concentrating? As with the Three, 

a large Pentacle appears (roughly) 
ovcr the mouth. The effect st'Cms less 

of an open mOlllh than simply ·the 
Pentacle covering that part of the face. 

The other sq. Pentacles stand stacked in 
a pyramid O\'er the forehead. ' 

The number Seven often signifies a 
victory of sOlUe 

kind. liT the Earth 
suit of work and the 
material world, this 
can . mea n 

achievemeqts. The 
stacked Pentacles may 

give us a sense of 
accomplishments. They 
may be the products of 

the person's intelligence. 
The ornate one over the 
mouth can. symbolize the 

actual results of a person's 
work. 

The face is re.distic, but vague, 
blurry. On the side, by the cars 
and then down the neck, it 
becomes' more abstrdct. The 
on ly thing truly depicted in 
concrete form is the Pentacle 
over the mouth. The vagueness 
of the face can suggest that self, 
or ego, or consciousness is not 
what rn3ners in this suit. The work 
is what counts, and even more, 

what the work produces. 
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AI 
the throat 
we sec a dark 
box, and y,;thin it, 
rough li nes and 
scrawls. Possibly they 
signify imperfectio ns. 

Divina tory me anings -· 
Production , material success, 
though this may be flawed . 
Immersing yourself in your work 
Reve rsed-· Holding back from 
committing yourself to someth ing. 
liard work, but without 5atisf:lction. 



EIG IIT OF PJ<;NTAClES 
What should we make of this picture? 
It appears simple, yet disturbing, 
very dark and harsh. The picture 
shows the I'entacles scratched or 
covered over wilh lines, even 
disfigu red (compare them to the 
Ace) . If Pentacles symbolile work, 
then these would seem to be work 
that is damaged or obscured. It 
suggests a great difficulty in 
achieving work or beau ty, or 
mc-JIling. After the Seven, it might 
show the co llapse of effort. 
The Rid er image showed an 
apprentice making pcrlcct Pentacles 
and stacking them up, one on lOp 
of the other. Here too, the Pentacles 
are stacked. Unlike some of the 
other cards, with thei r hands or 
faces, this is all we set'!. And they 
ha\'C that scratched, (!I.·en ugly, look. 
But maybe the harshness tells us 
something more valuable than 
beauty, or at k'ast more \'aluable 
than blank perfect Pentacles 
repe'dled eight times. The Pentacle 

•• ---', - - " ,--"'. '",,' . 
.. 

/ l 

at upper left appears against a Ugh!, relatively unmarked background. Then they 
become progressi\'ely more "disfigured," until , by Pentacles five and six, we can 
hardly make them out. After that, hOWL 'Vcr, they become clear again, so that Pentacle eight al1ually 
goes back to the simplicity of Pentacle one, only now a dark green color instead of white. 

Green is the color of life, and dark grecn, life that is fertile and fecund. The whole movcment of 
the Pentacles suggests an artistic journey, away from the blankness of empty form, through the 

artist's 0\\11 darkness tO:l nl'W simplicity. Beyond the work of artiSl~, it can mean anyone's journey 
through difficult or painful issues to a more honest expression of who they arc. 

Oi,;n:ltory me:lnings-·Sc]f·expression, honesty, confrontation wilh harsh or disturbing 
issues, a process of crc-Jling a meaningful lifc. 

Re\'ersed--Beauty, perfection, especially in work. 
Possibly shallowness. 
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~1~r. OF P£\"I'AO..ES 
On this card we gCl the 
strongest connection to 
the idea of Pentacles as 
Coins. The nine Pent.ades 
look li ke change dropped 
from somebodfs hand, 0 ' ""'liJe 
falli ng from what looks like an 

em'elope or a book abO\'e them. 
On one or two we even can see the 

kind of ridges we find on the edges 
of American quarters and other coins. 
The more literal, less abstract, image 
may remind us of tmditional ·· r --'-------,-
fortune telling, with its • 
emphasis on inheritance, 

sudden fortunes , money 
gained, money lost. 

• 

• 

• 
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The letter/envelope/book 
above suggests something 
similar. lIow many fortune­
telling cards show my'Sterious 
letters, with the meaning 
being something like 
"uncxpeacd news." As usual, 
we C'Annot actually I'C'Jd the 

'1 words. Whether we decide 
that the leller symbolizes 
creative work or simply 
messages, it is the object that 
mailers, nOI Ihe con tent. 
Producing work. Receiving a 
message. Pent.acles is the suit 
of the concrctc. 
The p'Jper apJ>C'Jrs ei ther burnt 
or tom, p'Jrticulariyon the righl 
Docs thiS mean nawed work? A 
disturbing message? And what 
do the coins symbolize? Money 
lost? Wasted? Gi\'en genemusly? 
Or sim ply spent, without 
judgment on whether or not it 

is S]X'flt \\iscIy. Possibly the falling money means 
giving up material possessions. Ni ne is the 
number of the lIermit in the Major Arcana, 
and the lIemlil is the archetype of turning 
away from wealth and possess ions . 

DMnatory mC'Jrlings--Moncy spent freely, 
possibly foolishl y. Being unattached to 
possessions. May meaA messages. 

Revef'SCd--Uolding on 10 money. Being 
careful. Concern for the future. 



, 
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TEN OF PENTACU:S 
Now we see the final drC'dm, a 
dream of the Eanh, which means 
a dream of the real world. Nine 
Pentacles arc above the head. Thl'Y are 
not quite as three-dimensional as the 
nine on the previous card, but Ihey are 
dear and direct. The tenth Pentaclc i~ acrually 
the one we saw on the Ace. Thus, the Ten 
consists of what we started wilh plus the 
accumulated work of the previous cards. 
The large Pentacle, wilh its grapevine rim, 
merges with the person's face. The star itself 
CO\'ers the forehead, wi th the feet touching the 

closed eyes. The rim crowns the 
head, creating an odd resemblance 
to the Statue of libenv. In such . 
di verse traditions as yoga and 
kabbalah , the top of the head is 
called the "crown" (for obvious 
reasons, bUI think for a momenl why 
we choose to honor a king with 
something on top of the hC'.!d, rather 
than, say, slung across the chest, or 
perched on the back). The crown is 
considered the opening between the 
human body and spiritual wisdom. 
In the suit of !)entacles, spiritual 
wisdom comes through the rca.1ilies 
of the ph)'Sical world--work, nature, 
the body. Eanh is not the element 
of abstrac t perfection. The 
background is rough and harsh. 
At upper left the world of the card 
seems 10 open to a black area 
with a square. The S(luare is often 
a ~)mbol of abst l'"dClion, but this 
one is imperfect, with cur..-cd 
li nes and sloppy angk'S. The 
face itself is not centered on 
the card. 

Di\;natory ml'anin~-Wealth, 
security, sometimes family 
or inheritance. 
Reversed--Going beyond 
what you have, looking 
for new beginnings, 
or new adventures 

in life. 
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In many of the older books on Tarot the Court cards represent types of people. A child with blond hair. A 
woman with o1ack hair and eyes. In recent years, many descriptions of the cards haw shifted from physical 
types to chamcter t)pes. A Slrongminded older man. A trusting woman. A man working in the legal profession. 
This categorization of the cards probably comes from the influence of astrology, where each sign is said to 
signify a set group of chamcteristics, and people born under a particular sun sign are assumed to haw in 
common the various qualities of Ihat sign. 
If the Court cards do represent types, then we should recognize that these characters do not belong to any 
individual person fo r their whole lives. No one is e\'er a King of Pentacles in the same way that a person born 
in C"J.rly September is a Virgo. Someone can "be" a King of Pentacles at a certain time in her life, and then, 
a few weeks later, become more like the Queen of Cups. Or else, bOlh aspects of the person ·can exist at the 
same time. 
The best way to find out which Cou rt cards might apply to a person is through a reading. And readings 
change. One week, the Page of Wands might perfectly sum up what was happening in the person's life. The 
next week, as circumstances shift, the Page might have changed to the Knight of Wands, or l'vcn leaped to 
the level of the King. And maybe it might show up again, but this lime alongside the Page of Pentacles. Or 
the reading might show no Court cards at aI.I. Like the Chinese I Ching, the Tarot forms a Book of Changes. 
The variety of people shown in the Cou rt ca rds embody the many possibilit ies of change. 
If we try to see the Court cards only as character types we may limit our appreciation of them. As mentioned 
above, many people find these cards static and have trouble interpreting them. To give the Court cards more 
interest, some modem Tarot designers have changed them, creating such titles as Mother, Father, Daughter, 
and Son, or Shaman, Priestess, Son and Daughter, or Child, Companion, Amazon , and Crone. Some decks 
give th em identities out of mythology, using gods and goddesses from differe nt countries. 
The Vertigo Tarot has gone instead in the direction of abstraction. At first glance, this might make them 
harder, not easier, to interpret. HowC\'er, the strict fonns that Dave McKC'J.J1 has chosen--torsos for the P'J.ges, 
horses' heads for the Knights, faces for the Queens and Kings--aI.Iows us to move into a more conceptual , 
more symbolic way of looking and thinking about them. 
Even more th:m the numbered suit cards, the Court cards follow a distinct line of development. The progress 
from Page to Knight to Queen to King shows, first of all, human growth. Traditionally, the Pages signify 
children, the Knights young adults, and the Queens and Kings mature people. 
They also show a development of consciousness. Like the Fool , the Pages do not really know themselves. 
They are young in )"C'Jrs, but also in the sense of the eternal child, innocent, straightfonvard, unselfconscious. 
They connect to the world directly and senSUally. We can see these things in the way the cards show them 
without heads, even without arms and feel. Their essential real iry lies in their bodies, nOI an}thing they might 
do or think. 
The movement from the Page to the Knight is a mO\'ement towards action. The Knight is deflned by his role. 
He is a quester, a hero. Unlike the Page, of whom very little is demanded, the Knight must fulfill his 
responsibilities. nle use of the horse's fiC"Jd emphasiles the Knighfs function. 
The person achieves self-awareness with the maturi ty of the Queen and the King. The choice of faces for 
these cards stresses the importance of knowledge and consciousness. We should not assume that the only 
difference between them is that of male and female. nle Queen symbolizes an appreciation and understanding 
of the qualities of that particular sUiVelement. The Queen of Wands, for example, will represent a special 
feeling for the wild energy of Fire. We can see this in the amazed look on her face , for Fire startles and 
excites. By contrast, the Queen of Cups revC'.t.Is her closeness to Water in the dreamlike mist vciling her eyes 
and mouth. 
In the medieval power structures which supply the basis for this S)1l1bolism, kings rule. TIlerefore, the Tarot 
Kings signify being responsible towards the outside world. They must make decisions and recognize that 
what they do affects others. 
In rC'Jdings, we do not need to think of any of these cards a..<; bound by gender. The Pages have always had 
a certjlln androgyny (the jlictures here show female torsos) , but even \vith the others we should remember 
that they do not have to signify actual men and women. They represent more the different sides of a person. 
A woman can act out the qualities of a King or a Knight, and a man c:m appreciate life wi th that intensity 
syrnbolized by the Queen. 
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PAGE OF WANDS 
The torso of the Page rises out of 
that woodlike substance swirling 
around the torch. it ~tands before 
a background of Iight l,)r Dame. The 
background also resemble; curtains, 
giving the card a quality of a 
performance, maybe a magic 
pcrfornlance. The the'Jtrical quality 
\\il1 become more pronounced with 
the King, who ap~ poised 1x10re •• an archway. like a s!ag~. A divided 
flame supports the Page's torso, . 
below the rib cage and around the 
area of the genitals. Fire is our 
basic enefb'Y, that which makes us 
li~ing beingsjll<;tead of inert maner. 
The gfC'J! disco\'ery of yoga (which 
is not a doctrine but a scientific 
discipline) is that the t'Ssential 
energy of human beings is he'Jt, 
and that it is both sexual and 
spiritual in nature. This Fire 
resides at the base of the spine. 
The torso is muscular, seemingly 
masculine. In fact, the Pages are 
feminine cards, and if,we look 
dose we can sec brC'J,Sts undernC'Jth the hand -breasts are dearer on the Swords' 
Page). Wands, and the clement of Fire, arc ma<iCuline; in traditions such as alchemy, Fire and 
Water are described as male and female. The Page of Wands is not hermaphroditic, but more in the 
dirc<:tion of a masculine woman. The right shoulder reaches up, a~ if stretching. Wands arc active and 
forceful. The Page of Wand" carries qualities of mm'emen! and eagerness. 
A black hand goes across the chest. Uke the one on the Ace, it displays writing, with the look of a talisman. II 
gives the card--and the Page's body--a quality of magic, as if the spirit world is imprinting itself on our actions. 

Divinatory meanings--Strength , eagerness, especially for new projects, great acl,ivity. A person who is 
forthright and posith'e, who keeps no secrets. Sexuality that is innocent at the same time. 

Reversed--Can mean lazi ness or exhaustion. Someone who holds back feelings. 
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PAGE at" CUPS 
The P'Jgcs are feminine, 

and Water is the essential 
fcma.le element We .... 'OUId expect 

to see a woman in this wJtery fonn , 
and in faa , the br'C'JStS are prominent 

above the stream of words fIl()\1ng ~ 
the picture. But if we look fu rther down 

we can sec the suggestion of a penis 
reaching into the blacked-out area of the 
lower body. If so, they -
arc the onl y actual " ... ( 
genitalia to appear, 

C\'en vaguely, on any 
of the Court 

CanIs. The 

'" 

"I.­
~F ' 

issue reminds us that the 
Kings and Queens show 
only faces, symbols of 
consciousness, and the 
KnighlS feature hol'SC'i, which 
is to say the Knight's fu nction. 
The Pages arc about bodies. 
Water is feminine in the way it 
flo ws and shimmers with 
beauty. It is female in its 
connections to menstruation 
and pregnancy (the fetus grows 
in water, which "brC'"Jks" at the 
start of laoor) . Ulll thc elenlent of 
Water is also hcnnaphroditic in 
the "~Jy it includes all qualitit'S, and 
can flow from one thing in to 
another. 
The suit of <Alps docs not make strict 
se(y.u"Jtions. The Dody is not marked 
off from the world around it. Instead, 
it spreads il<;elf and merges with the 
wo rld, the way water, when not 

will spread over everything until it simply 
dissipates. The woman 's head appears distorted, as if it 
has opened up or russoh'ed, The Cup on this card is ncarty 
invisible. We can jusl make it out at bottom right, obscured 
by water, Writing strC'"Jms across the middle of the body, 
We might think of literary stream·of-consciousness, used 
by Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, The mind of Watcr docs 
not judge, or anaiy!.c, or put things in categorics. It simply 
experiences. 

Divinatory mC'".tnings--Somcone imaginative, dreamy, 
reflecth'e. Spending lime allowing feelings, or 

fantasies, 10 flow into awareness, without 
judgment. 

Re\'ersed--Thinking more clearly. The 
need to make decisions or speak to 

others. 



PAGE OF SWORDS 
This is the same IOrso shown 

on the Wands card. Here the shading 
~y the gold light, and the appe'Jr.mce 6f 

cur ... ed hips, allow its femininity to emerge 
more clear~'. And we right bre-J.~ is shO\m more 

obviously. Interestingly, we do nOI really see the 
left brC'J.'\1 at all. Though mere is no sign of any 

wound, we might think 1)f the 
Amv.ons, as the Greeks described 

them, with the left bl'C'ASt amputated 
so that they could pull thei r bows 

better. We should. remember thai the 
Sworn is a weapon as wfU a<; a ~mbol 
of intellect (we might aSk what it sar.; 
about our trJdilions that we ~ mboli7.e 
mind with an object made for killing). 
The Sword is actually morc prominent 
in the Page than any of the other three. 
It conneclS the head· area and the groin 
(though both are. replaced by global 
maps) . However much we beJiC\'e that · 
we th ink clearly and objt'Cli ... ely, muth 
of our thinking deri\'L'S from desire, 
or jealousy, or simply instinct. This 
is especially true at the level of the 
Pagc, which emphasizes the body 
ralher than the head. 
The global maps ~mboljze the world, 
but an abstraction of it. It Signifies 
how we think··or feel ··about 
existence. As a famous ma.xim puts 
it, "the map is not the territory." 
Swords can be emotional, like Cups, 
bUI they dea l wilh emotions 
~namica1ty, compared to the passi\iiy 
of Cups. We gel a sense 9f a person 
more invol\'oo in the world than the Cups figure, but 
in an intellectual WJy. As with the Page of Wands we 
see.that suggestion of the right shoulder re-Jching upwards. 
The Sword itself di\'ides the body, li ke the split brain 
d&:ribcd in modern psychology. We see the hanille where 
the face woul d be, and the point by th e gen itals. 

Divinatory meanings··Someone who is active in the 
world, but in an intellectual, detached way. A person 

who believcs himlherself objective, but is driven 
by desires or fears. 

RC\'erscd·-Grcater awareness of your own 
motives. l.c&'i i~tellCClual , more instincth'e. 

Can mcan suspicion o r 
nerVOUSlit'SS. 
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PAGE Of PEi\"TACLF.5 
The oody here is the most clC'J.rly 

female of all the Pages, and the most 
detailed in represt'ntation . Pentacles are 

the suit of concrete rea.lit)'. At the same time, 
the figure is a line drawi ng, compared to the 

photographic (luaii!), of the Wand .. and Swords. So 
the card shows us a paradox, the tension betwctn 

the idea of Pagc--an early stage of development··and 
the idea of Pentacles--completion . The lines appear 

more scratched than painted or pencilled, as if someone 
has used a blade to etch the figure on stone, and maybe 
ice. Again, we get that mix of abstraction and hard 
reality. Notice that bot h the 
genitals and the navel appC'J.r 
scratched out, as if the Pagc of 
Pentacles docs not wan l to 
acknowledge her sexual nature "I.' 

and origin. Traditionally, the Page 
of Pentacles often represents a 
studenl , someone losl in study 
or work . In other wo rds, 

Pentacles signify the material 
world, but althe Page level 

we may displace our own 
physicali!)' into things 
oul~ide of ourselves, 
especially work and 

an ythin g th ai 
fasci nates or 

distracts us. 

• 

~II . 
I 'l l , 
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'I 
• 

A sharp line splits 
the card inlO dark and 
light. The lighter side 
looks morc like icc, 
giving Ihe card a cold 
detached (]ualitY. Both sides, 

howC\'cr, arc tinted grcen, bri nging Pentaclcs 
to its links to nature. Ucyond the body we sec 

spiraling fOSSils. They wi ll appear more prominently 
in the King. The spiral is basic to nature. We do not find 
any pure geometric shapes in nature (except for the sky 
disks of the Sun and Moon), bllt we do find spirals, from 
tiny snails and shellfish to entire galaxies. 

Dhinatory mcanings--]mu)R'fI1CnI .... ;th nature, fascination 
.... ith the \lurld. Possibly a studCt1t, or thc idea of Slud)ing. 
Rcversed--Someonc wh imsical , casily distracted. 
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KNIGIIT OF WANDS 
The Knights present us with a 

pal""Jdox. In contrast to the I"Jges, ... :hich 
showed only hC'Jdless torsos, we now sec heads. 

But they are animal heads. S)Tllbolica11y, an animal head 
in place of a human one indicates instincl, or desire, governing 

our actions in place of human judgment. To somc extcnt, Knights, 
as figures of action, and even violence, belong to this instincth'c 
animal world, \\ith only the code of chh-alry to anchor them in human 
civilization. Morc din .. 'Ctly, a Knight needs a horse to perfonn his 
duties. Therefore, the horse in place of the man emphasizes that the 
Knight is by what he docs in the world, not by who he is. His 

Th e Wand ri ses 
from the head like the 

hom of a unicorn, an 
imaginary creatufC-S)mbolizing perfection, 

beauty, and virginity. The card has a certain 
puri ty and idealism. The smail name bums against 

that dense matter we ha\'c seen so often in Wands, 
but ,also against darkness. Darkness swallows the 

neck of the horse. At bottom we sec the word ·i e ..... "," 
latin for l-:arth, wrinen like a sign. The Knight's heroism, 

his courage and vi rtue, keep the name of the unicorn 
burning, if faintly, in the hard world of real life. 

l)ivinatory meanings··Someone cou rageous, idealistic, 
\1rtUOll ... Can be head~rong, refusing to compromise what 
he believcs is right. 

RC\·crsed .... SOmeonc who has tltkcn a lot of risk.., and 
possibly st:Ulds in somc d:Ulger. It also may indicate 

disillusionmen t and loss of idealism. 
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sense of self and of his life becomes absorbed in his 
work. 'nIis becomes particularly 
s\r{:IIlg for Wands, with their 
emphasis on activity and 
movemcnt, both of which are 
qualities belonging to the Knight 
The same symbolism leads to 
the horse's head signi~'ing the 
knight in the game of chess. 
Like many other games, 
such as dice, or possibly 
Tarot, chess may have ilS 
origins in some system 
of divination . A 
complicated modem 
form , ca ll ed 
Enochian chess, 
explicitly links 
th e play to 
di\in:ttion and 
magic. 



KNIGUT OF UJPS 
Ilere the CUps are de-my visible, 

comp'dred to the hidden Cup of the 
Page, or the partially conce-.tIed Cup 

of the King. In both of these, the Cup 
becomes part of the body. The Queen 

holds hers like a chalice. Only the Knight 
does not actuaUy touch the three Cups that 

appear in the picture. These Cups arc taken 
from a detail on thc Nine of Cups. Their position 
here givcs them a quality of a single Cup falling 
in slow motion (though they also look like the 
hour marks on a clock face) , The idea of falling 
invokes the difficulty of Kniglltly action using Water 
energy in any productive way. The 
annorcd Knight, heroic "'lamor that 
he is, docs not mix very well with 
Water, whose basic nature is to }ield 
and transform rather than resist. 
The Knight of Cups may feci a 
contradiction between his own 
dre-.uniness and the demands of his 
pillce in the world. like a rock throV.T1 
in a still pool, action, L'\'en the need 
for action, can disturb Wall'r's placid 
surface. The figure, and the water 
around it, are not just dissohing, like 
the Page. They are breaking up, 
splalleri ng. There is a quality of 
violation here, possibly pain. The 
head, and the falling Cups, shaller 
the trdnquility of Ihe sui t. 
Writing appears again, now almost 
entirely covered and unre:lliable (we' 
can make OUi some words on the 
Page of Cups). If the Knight were a 
writer, then the demands of the 
world make it hard for him to keep 
his (Watery) inspiration . 
Of all the Knights, only Cups looks 
from left 10 rigill. Unlike the others, 
tllis Kniglll belongs 10 tllC feminine, 
the sec reI depths of Water. 

Di .. inalory meanings··A dreamer, 
whose dreams connict with the 
pressurcs and responsibilities 
of everyday life. An inconsistent 
lover, hc may find il hard to 
fully join in a relationship, 
Re'o'ersed·· The dre-dmy, or 
in trovencd~side bi..'COIIlCS 
strongcr. lie lIlay n.~nl 
demands people 

make on him. 
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KNIGIIT OF SWORDS 
Ill' is the ultimate Knight, for 
after all, the l'mblem of his sui t 
~ the Knight's great weapon. We 
might say that the entire' Swords 
suit mo\'(!S around him. As well as 
a tool of the warrior, the Sword 
relJrl'SCll ts pri\ilege, and therefore the 
nobility as a class. The Sword developed 
as something only a knight could \.\icld 
(panly, I suspect, because it SC(\'oo no 
practical purpose other than kil ling). 
Therefore, the Knight of Swords indicates 

the warrio r, but also the 
wmpletely dedicated person, 

and pos.'iibly a person with 
social advantages. 

The Sword here mo\'es 
powerfully ac{OS-<; the 
card. Thefactthat it 
is incom plete 
Sl'Cms to make it 

stronger, as if it 
is too big for 

the card. 

II. 

On both the Queen 
and King we see a 
complete Sword, but a 
small one. A Knight uses 
his Swo rd 10 attack and 
defend. Ill' uses it to fulfill 
his dulies. In conlrast 10 the 
con nictcd Watery Knight of 
CUps, this Knight docs not doubt 
his purpose or his calli ng. 
In th e Ta rot, Ihe Sword 
symbolizes intellctt as well lL'i 

force. We see the abstract 
gcometric lines we ha\'e seen 
before. Uke sq ua res and 
similar fonus, straighl lines do 
nol appc'Jr in nalure (except 
in one iJ1Slal1cc, when m<;erc1e 
bC"JIlls of light appear from 
behind a cloud). The li nes 
appc:rr r:.Uldorn, and therefore 

me-Jllingless, but in two places Ihey converge on 
pania! circles (hoIlO!11 left and mid upper right 
horders). They imply an order in the world that 
we cannot quite make out. 
The horse is more complete than on any of the 
other Knights. It is actually more stylized and 
less rC'Jlistic than Wands, bUl we see il more 
fully. In general, the horse (and ali lhe Knightly 
qualities it S)mbolizcs) becomes more of a 
real ity in the two mascu li ne suits. 

Oivinalory meanings··A warrior, a hero, 
someone of class or privil egc. 

Revcrsc.'<I··Bm"hnL'S..'i. Going too fa r, 
charging ah t."Jd whcn caution 

is a beller policy. 



Kt\,'GUT OF PENTACLES 
Unlike the other three, this horse has 

reared back his head. He actually appC'Jrs more 
energized, more in movement than the suppoSl>dly more 

active Knights of Wands and Swords. Those Knights may be 
warriors, bUl 

suggestion of 
. are warriors at rest, confident. Uere we see a 

action, and more, \iolence. Like the P".tge, the figure 
is scratched, as if on rock. Along 
with the posture, the result is kinetic. 
The lines converging around the eye look 
harsh and sharp, like icicles or knivt'S. 
The eye itself is scrmched over, as if 
wounded. Along the lower right of the 
neck, lines cut across the body. We 
can see a dmwing like a knife at the 
lIery botlom. The Pentacle itself 
fo rm s the on ly co mpl ete and 
undamaged image. 
There is something heroic about this 
card, something almost of a manyr. 
Even blinded, he will fight to the 
end. In some ways, he is most like 
a Kni ght because of his 
dedication to a cause, even 
when the cause is helpless. 
BUI what exactly might this 
cause be? Tr.lllitionaUy the Knight 
of Pentacles is sometimes thought 
of as slow and plodding, as a 
hardwor ki ng salar yman , 
com milled 10 the unchivalrous 
mission of his job or career. 
This is because Pentacles signify 
money and work. More broadly, 
however, they sign ify th e 
material world, the unyielding 

realities of life. This Knight ~l ntggles again~l harsh 
truths. They may include diSC'Jse, or po\'eny, or loss, 

or simply nature il~lf. Possibly he cannot win. /Ie may 
know that, but he will not surrender. 

Divioatory meaoings--Total dedication to a cause, 
espedally when the cause is imlX)ssible or los\. 
Someone fighting on again st enemies or a 
St'qucnce of bad luck. 
Re\'ersed--Comprolllisc, the ability to look 
at situations more realistically. 

'" 



QUEEN D.F WANDS 
The Queens bring us 
human faces. They 
sy mboli ze th e 

development of true 
• 

consciousness, "'hen we 
become aware of oursch'CS 

and ou r lives. Through the 
Queens, the clement of each 

suit can know ilself. The Queens 
lIS a group show a ... ,ondenncnt, 
a~ if the\' see the world brand· 
new, a~d it amazes them. 
Nowhere do we see this more 

than in the Queen of Wands. 
The face appears both 

startling and 
startl ed. 
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She looks out at us intensely, even 
though ~wirls of green and red cover 
one eye. In the Golden i}J"n S}stem 

of clements, the Queen of Wands 
is Water of Fire (simply, 
Queens==Watcr, Wands==Fire). 
We can describe her as the mystical 
contemplation of the Fire of life. 
She comes to us framed, with her 
Wand forming one side of the 
wooden rectangle. The insignificant 
place of the Wand in the picture 
is a thenle in the Queens, e;pocially 
the two "masculine" suil~ of Wands 
and Swords. The Queens do not 
seem to need props or tools. They 
have their own completeness . 
The frame creates a distance, so 
that she looks out at Ollr world from 
another universe, one orcolor and 
swirling energy. Peacock feathers 
lurk v.'llhin the moving lines. The 

fr.une, in fact, is partly illusory, for the hC'Jd also seems 
to rest ort a pedestal fom,cd fr om tight dark lines . 
Thc face is beautiful , but also androgynous, C\'en 
masculine, with hard lines and surfaces. Instead of hair 
we see her crown, a lillie like a shon spiky haircut 

Divinatory meanings--Wonderment, joy, someone.­
positive v.ith a deep sense of the a~tonishment of life. 
Re\'ersed--Someone jaded, ncgalh'e, needing 

to be shaken up. 



QUHN OF CUPS 
Continuing the Golden (}J\\ll 

dcsignations, the Queen of Cups 
is Water of Water, This makes her the 
most realized of all the Cups Qlrds, and 
also of all the Queens, She is a Queen of 
mystery and imagination, She is the init iate 
and the teacher, mistress of secrets and 
divination, She rules feeling and lo\'e, 
She looks like a carnival Tarot reader, or 
maybe like the sort of Tarot reader we 
see in Hollywood mO\ics, someone who 
is always more than she seems, who 

. knows more than she tells, 
She appears jeweled, with 
suggestions of pearls, and 
C'\'(.'I1 a ring through her nose, 
She wea rs a veil , like a 
II"'.ulitionai High Priestcs. .. , but 
also like that other Hollywood 
archetype, the Ambian Nighl .. 
princess. The \"eil givcs her face 
a gauzy distance, the sense of 
another world . She seems 10 

U\'e in that world of mystery and 
our more mundane world at the 
same time, 
Where the Queen ofW;Uld .. stares 
amazed at the universe, this 
Queen knows its secrets. She 
knows the mysteries of the 
cosmos a .. well a .. your own life 
and soul. She is larger than life, 
but also deeper, 
The Cup before her is the Cup 
of DI'C'Jlns, or spiritual mystery 
and imagination. She seems to 
offer it to us, and we can 
imagi ne her telling liS to 
drink from it at ou r own 
risk. We may fi nd ourselvcs 
in the land of Faerie. 

Water fills the card bllt she does not dissolve 
or brC'dk apart, like the Page, or the Knight, or 

the King. She is equal to the challenge of Water's 
constantly shifting rcaliry. What givcs her her power is 

not just knowledge or instinct. She is the Queen of lo\'e, 

Di\inatory meaning. .... -A \\ise person, possibly Sl'Crctive 
and mysterious. Someone able to 100'e \'CI1' intensely 
without losing her or hi s sense of self. 
RC\'ersed··Uncertainty. Someone fC'drful , 
cspecially in connection \\ith love. The 
possibiliry of drinking too deeply 

from the Water of (anta .. y. 

119 



QUEEN·OF SWORDS 
The sense of myslcl')' and awe deepens with Ihis 
Queen, who appears, dim yet powerful, at the center of the world. 
Though we cannot actually see her eycs, they still slare powerfully 

at us. Even blurred and distant, the face is beautiful. It may be the 
same face as the Queen of Pentacles, or even Wands, bill the way 

the light-and dark mold it gives it a special elegance and imensi[)'. 
The word Tew.!. appears nC'Jr the lOp of the map. lcucred the same 

as on the Knight of Wands. She looks up at us from deep Within 
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T".uhcr a map, an intellectual conslmClion of the Earth. 
The label on the circle surrounding her rt>ads "Circulus 

An tarcticus," so that her face 
actually looks up from the South 
Pole. There is certainly a coldness 
in her beauty. As the Queen of 
Swords she may be cnJel, bUI the 
coldness really derives from her 
intensity of thought. The circle 
contains her almost entirely. Only 
the lip of one hom of her crown 
points outside it. 
The words "Naturalis Incognita" 
appear within the Antarctic 
Circle .... the unknown nature, that 
which llCi beyond nomlal human 
emotions and involvements, 
The Sword biSCCl~ her forehead. 
It begins at the top of the ci rcle 
and almost reaches to the center, 
which is both the SoUlh Pole ami 
the bridge of her nose (cotry point 
to the br'ain). The Sword bisects 
the crown as well , so Ih al il 

becomes simply two points, 
unlike Ihe more traditi onal 
crowns of the others. ller mind 
reach~ below the m~ real ities 
of nature 10 the pure dualities 
underlying existence. 

Oivinatory meaning.~--Someolle 

bril lianl , but dis tant and 
u'nemotional. In relation 10 a 
problem it calls for dear thinking 
and detachment. 
RC\·ersed--Emotional lurmoil . 
or else someone rnan ipu lalin~ 
or C\'en cruel. 



QUEEN OF PENTACI F.S 

The eyes of this Queen have 11 wise look, knowing and 
aware. Compare them to the single stare of amv.ement on the Queen 

of Wands. It is the char-dder of the Queen to immerse herself totally in her clemt·nt. 
The rC'alily of Pentacles and Earth is more complete than the other suiLS--the fC'J.l world 

in all its complexity, to the pure Fire \\ithin it. The eyes resemble those on the 

, 

Traditionally, 
the Queen of 

Pen tacles often 

husband. It may indeed be the same face, in i l~ male and female 

• 

. ,,- , 

• 

.' 
, 

, 

aspects. The diffcrent ways of looking 
at existence complement and complete 
roch other (and if~'words and Pentacles 
arc also the same face, then they all 
playoff against their different sides) . 
We see her covered with carbon 
compounds. These are the basic 
chemistI)' or IMng bcinl;'. 'nlcy show 
her involved, in an abstract way, 
with nature and its creatures . 

shows a woman in a lush garden , surrounded by nowers 
and an imals. The Queen sho\,\'n here life at its deepest level. 
The actual Pentacle marks her "third eyc," which is the place of inner kno\\ing. We 

might compare this 10 the Pentacles cards where Ihe emblem covers the mouth. We 
do not aClUally see the mo uth here. The chemica l bonds overlie it. 

Uke the map of the world on the Queen of Swords, these chemical diagrams arc 
notlhe actual compounds, but a human diagr-dm , a map, of their shape and 

meaning. Red tinges this document, gi\ing it the look of something burning. 

Di\inatory mC'J.nings--Solllcone deeply connected to nature. Somcone 
intense and silent, imol\'ed with her or his own concerns. 

RC\·ersed .. Sociability, expression. A need for activities 
irl\'ohing others. 
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KJr\G OF WANDS 
The card carrics a ccnain 
elegancc not found in 
many of me others. Where 
the Queen stares ou, in 

amazement from her frame, the 
King looks poised and 

an archway. The structure 
suggcsts a Renaissance theater. 

Esotericists in the Renaissance 
developed a complex system of 
associations called the Art of 
Memory, which utilized tie image 
of a vast imaginary' theater. A 
number of people have 
co mpared thi s imagina ry 
structure to the Tarot deck. 
The balanced aesthetic setting 

enhances the Kingly quality 
of being th(!' master of his 

element. We -do not sec 
an actual Wand 

here. 
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Instead, 
the Fire 
rises from 
me head, from 
the crown. In 
yoga the heat of 
th e kundalini 
energy rises out the 
top of the heuJ, called 
the crown chakra . 
Before this, it passes 
through the third eye, 
where we saw the 
Pentacle in the Queen of 
Pentacles. 
Above the archway we see 
an image oC me cosmos. v.im 
me Sun lighting up different 
versions of the Earth. The sun 
is shown with a human face . 
The light comes as much 

as it does from the painting. The 
face is .rather feminine, in the same way that 
the Queen of Wands looks masculine. Together, 
they ronn an androgynous whole. The face 
looks thoughtfuJ, deep v.ithin itself. It also looks 
blurred, like a hologram. Along with the setting, 
thL~ hologram gives the card a feeling of sp'.uming 
centuries of human cj\ili1.ation. 

Divinatory meanings--Someone of great 
confidence, satisfied with his or her life . 
Thoughtful and quiet. Someone wi th a strong 
sense of all and be-.lU ty. 
Re\'c rsed--Someone charming, but maybe 
arrogant as we ll . lie or she can be 

domineering. 



KING OF CUPS 
The face ~cs submerged under .... ·.uer, 

as ifhis awareness ha'i moved down into 
the unconscious, like someone deep in 

meditation. A splash rises at the water lewl, 
oo'C his head. This splNt fomlS his CfO\\ll . Below 

the face we see a heart-shaped jewel. This 100'ely 
crC'Jtion of human tl'Chnology and imagination seems 

to have fallen from above, disturbing the surface, but 
then Sinking past the King himself Wi thout being able to 

diSlJ"'Jct him from his impersonal sereni ty. 
The King of Cups is a master of emotions and of the inner 
life. But often this mastery can mean that he controls, or 
submergcs, any feelings, such as anger or fear, that 
might lead him to break his outer 
tranq uility. Even if something 
should disturb him, like th:u splash 
on the su rface, he will not show 
anything. A mo re posit ive 
interpretation would see him as a 
true dweller \\ithin the imagination, 
not distracted by outer events. 
The Cup lies within the eye, almost 
sunk dmm out of sight. It rrury~ignify 
psychic viSion, but if so, it looks 
inward, concerned more with its 
own contemplations than any need 
to share its understanding with 
others. We can compare tltis to the 
Queen, who seems to offer her 
Cu p to the world . In both the 
Wands and Cups SUits, the Queens 
appear more acti\'e in the world 
than the King. ... 
Writing appc-.trs abovc the watcr. 
Wc also see writing 01'<.'( the CUp, 
.... ithin the eye. The distortion of 
the Water makes it almost 
impossible to J'C'Jd. The name 
Barthes appears, howe\'er, 
recalling Roland Barthes, the 
French philosopher who spoke 

of the author submerged in the 
work and il" readers. 

Divinatory meanings--A drC'4mer, 
someone .... ith a deep inner life. Ue 
or she is very calm, but this may 
conceal morc diffi cult cmotions. 
Rcversed--Somethi ng disturbs a 
person's outer tranqUility. Can 

mean somC6ne becoming ,'ery 
emotional. 
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KING OF SWORDS 
The lines aroupd this King's 

face resemble tbose on the 
Knight , but here, instead of 

crossing m'Cr the figure, they fonn 
a scaffolding fr.une around him. 
We do not see an)' focal points or 
center for the lines, as if the 
world of the King is biggcr than 
we can \;suai i7.e. He is dle master 
of intell ect and of laws. 
Tr.tditionally, the King of Sword,;; 
may he a judge . The lines, 
hm\'f.'\'Cr, imply thai any laws here 
are thc laws of thc mind, of 
ahstrAct geomctric thought, 
maybe the inner laws of 
creation. Aild yet, the eycs 
ha\'c a skewed look to them, as if he sees C\'Ctything through his 0\\11 arbitrary 
point of view. One eye is half closed, distorting his \ision. ,\t fi rst glance, the Sword appears 
to hiscclthe face and the card, the way the Queen's Sword did. When we look closer, we notice Ihatthe 
Sword stands slightly 10 the left of Ihe acllta! center. Thc left is the side of subjective eniotion. 

II is not just willfulness that distorts his \ision. His t')'e looks closed from a wound or bruise. lIis whole 
face appe-J.rs irJllcrcd and hurt. On the right it cnm looks chewed up or tom away. If indeed hc signiflt'S 

the masculine counterpart to his Queen, then hc ha'i mO\'ed the Swords suit to the side of connict, 
anger, and pain. lie also takes it to the side of COn(luesl. Knights use their Swords for chimlr)' 

and service, Kings fo r power. Uke King Richard, he dedicates himself to battle and empire. 

Di\inatory mcanings--A powerful personality and intellect, somt'One in a poSition 
of auth ority. Someone who has fought many battles in li fe. 

Rt'\'Crsed--Arhitr:u)' and dogmatic. Somcone aggn.'S.'ii\"e, who 
uses fighting to gain control of others. 
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KING OF PENTACLF..5 
The solid realness of this picture 
makes it stand QuI from all the 
other Kings, and in fact , :1 11 the 

Court cards. While there are some 
qualities of abstI".lction, the f:lcc is 

more dco.'cloped, more subtly fleshed 
out with charJcter and substancc. nlOugh 

he and the King of Swords r 
resemble each olher 

l'flough to suggest they began 
as the same face , this King 
has real indi\·iduality. 
The spiral fossils fill the 
crown and cluster below the 
face. and behind the hC'J.d. 
Their three-dimensional 
reali!)' merges \lith the face, 
particularly o\'er the right 
ere (left side of the 

picture) and the jaw. He r 
belongs lotallV 10 the • . , 

wo rld he rules. 
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The spirals are not alive; 
they arc fos..~l~, and some 
arc broken. The King is 
ma.<;Icr of the Earth, a body 
thai is mostly stone and dc-Jd 
malter. Ninety-fillc pern'nt of 
all species who have ever hcd 
arc extinct. The King of Pl~ltacle; 
cmbl"Jccs them all. 
Traditiona ll y, the King of 
Pentacles is a master of wealth, 
a man of propcny and power. This 
King S{.'Cms to look deeper, \\;Ih his 
wonderful hooded eyes. The aCluai 
Pentacle occupi es a very minor 
position on the card, simply drawn 
in below the face. Compare it to the 
third ere Pentacle on the Queen. 
The crown looks like stone, or maybe 
metal. Scratchings mar the points, 
implying that he too has had to fight 
to achie\'c, or protect, his kingdom. 
Unlikc thc Swords King, hc does not 

seek ou t battles. lie is morc content, less of a 
conqucror. Bul he is not wC'Jk, or passive. The Cro\\11 
is 10m, or cracked. Within it, and so v.ithin thc King 
himself, we see a fiety light. 

Dh;natory meanings--A person of importance 
and substance. Someonc successful, who 10\'cS 
lifc, and will protcct what he or shc has. 
Someone calm, but v.ith deep understanding. 
Rc\'erscd--A shakeup in tcoos of money 
or work. Thc desi re for ad\'cnturc 

or stimulation. 



~AD i nGS - KACHEl POllACK 
We all know aboul 'FJ.rot readers. We kno~ whallhey look like and what they do. Thcy're the women 
in exolidclolhes who lay down a few cards alongside Ih~r crystal ball , and tell you----evcrything. AU 
your secrets, and your entire future. Unfonunately (o'r maybe fo rtpnately) it doesn't work that way. 
Tarol readers will gel flashes of insight from looking at the pictures, and sometimes these might 
include a sense of something about to happen. Mostly, however, the reader does just that, read the 
cards. He or she will' examine their meanings, both individually and together, and will balance these 
with what the questioner has asked, as well as the reader's own intuition about the pictures and what 
they're saying. And then the reader will attempt to put all these together into a useful message. People 
often judge a Tarol reading by onc standard: how a,cellrale was it? II might make more sense to ask, 
how me-.Ulingful"was it? How helpful was it? 
Tarot reading is much more of an art than a science. This is especially true in a deck based on stories 
and abstract symbolic images. When we interpret the cards, we certainly can look up their meanings 
in this book. Many Tarot readers, myself included, have started their work with the cards by setting 
down a card, looking i! up in the book, setting down the next one, looking that up, and so on. Over 
time you will absorb the meanings so that you no longer need to consult the text. This is not just 
memorization, in the way we drill ourselves on vocabulary words for a foreign language. The more we 
work with Tarot cards, the more their meanings become part of our world. 
There also is no reason to stop with the meanings given here. Any lime you see something new in the 
cards, a different interpretation of the symbolism, or simply an emotional response, follow it. Sec what 
ideas and intuitions it can open up for you. If you are reading for someone else, try out your insights 
on them. Mosllikely, they will find your personal interpretations more valuable than the ones given 
in this book. 
The use of Vertigo characters for the Major Arcana in this Tarot gives us a special opportunity in 
re-amngs. Wh~n one-.of.these cards turns up, we can look at it in severJ.! ways . • 'irst of all, we can react 
just to the picture, ignoring \vhatC\'er we know about the card's meanings, or symbolism, or associations. 
We can see what kind of qualities the picture suggests, how we react to it emotionally, if any intuitive 
ideas spring up at us. We can then add to this personal response what we know of the traditional 

. meanings assoCiated with that card. We can look it up in this book, or, if we know the card's history 
from other Tarot decks, we can apply that knowledge 10 the questions in the reading. 
But then we can bring in another way of looking at it. We can react to the character (rom the comic 
book. People who read a comic often will feel a strong attachment to its characters. This holds 
esp'ecially for the monthly books, which give us time to build up a sense of really knowing the people 
in the stories. Sometimes we may associate personal memories or fantasies with a particular character. 
If that character's card comes up in a reading, we can apply some of our own sense of who the 
character is, and what she or he has mcantlO us in our own lives. 
None of this means that we should say absolutely everything we can about each card in the reading. 
We need to be selective :l!1d try 10 sense whit applies to the particular person and situation. What 
mailers is 10 allow whatever we know about the card to come into play, and then, from this range of 
possibilities, choose what seems appropriate. 
If allthis'soufl(L'I very complicated, the actual technique for reading Tarot cards is simple. ~he person 
asking the question mixes the cards, face down so that she or he cannot tell which cards are going 
where. If the reader prefers 10 use reverse mean ings (some do not, and always read the cards right 
side up, no matter how they come out) then the questioner needs to make sure to tum them aU around 
several times, so that some cards will end up reversed. When the questioner has finished shuffling, 
she or he cuts the deck into three piles, still face down , Once the reader has reassembled them with 
thf bollom pile on top, they arc ready to begin. 
Starting from the top card, the reader lays the cards down according to a particular pattern , called a 
"spread," or a "layout ." There ,are literally hundreds of these spreads. In each case, every place in the 
pattern carries its own meaning. These include such topics as "past experi ence," or "influence of 
olher people," or ··innermost desire." The meaning of the card is a com bination of the card itself 
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and the place where it falls in the reading. For instance, if the Lovers appe-MS in the position of "future 
possibilities,' I this would mean something very different than if it showed up in "past experience." 
Here are some simple spreads using only three cards. 

past present future 
hope fear opportunity 
situation self other people 
situation choice 1 choice 2 

Using 'only three cards will simplify the most challenging problem for new readers, which is seeing 
how the different cards fit together. Notice thai none of these spreads includes a position for 

• 
"outcome." Even the tenn "future" means a direction and not a fixed result. No matter how uncannily 
a Tarot reading reflects our lives (and be prepared to startle yourself and your friends with the 
accumcy of your readings) , it does not take away our free will. A reading may show the way things are 
heading, but it does not detennine what happens. The real purpose of a reading should be to increase 
our choices by increasing our knowledge and understanding. 
The use of Vertigo characters for the trump cards gives us the possibility for a special kind of reading 
unique 10 this deck. We can call it the Vertigo Spread. Using only the Major Arcana, mix the twenty­
two cards in the nonnal way. Then tum them over with the first one in the middle, the second on the 
left , and the third on the right. 

1\vo One Three 
If one of the cards without any Vertigo connection shows up (Star, Moon, Sun, or Judgment), set it 
aside and replace it with the first regular character card you find as you turn over the cards. You 
should now have three cards showing characters from Vertigo comic books. This particular reading 
works best when we interpret all the cards as right side up, so if they come out reversed tum them 
around. Here are the meanings for the positions: 

Helper Self Teacher 
The card in the middle Self-describes some character we are acting out in our lives. It does not 
say we are that character, just that at this lime our lives have taken on those qualities. The figure on 
the left is our Helper. We can see this in purely symbolic tenns, or we can go in the other direction 
and imagine that that figure is actually appearing in our lives to help us get through our current 
situation. The same goes for the card on the right, the Teacher. We can see what message the card is 
telling us, but we also can imagine what that particular Vertigo character would teach us if he or she 
could come to us as a real person. 
Here is a sample reading with the Vertigo Spread. 

l\vo One Three 
Strength Hennit Hierophant 

The Hennit tells me that at this time I am dealing with issues of being alone. Because the card is the 
Phantom Stranger, it says that I am pondering my own mystery, and that I try to help olhers while 
avoiding emotional involvements with them. Strength will help me get through this time in my life. 
Traditionally, Strength would suggest that I show my emotions more, but with Black Orchid she may 
help me keep my emotional distance without becoming cold and unfeeling. 
Finally, Morpheus comes in to teach me. The Hierophant is a natura] teacher. He implies that I can 
learn about myself and my emotional questions by reading books, or by follOWing traditional ideas. 
Because the Hierophant sometimes means marriage, the card also hints at formalizing some 
relationship. But the presence of the Sandman on the card adds another layer of meanings. Maybe I 
should pay special attention to my dreams. Or maybe I can think back on my reading of Sandman and 
conSider. my own sense of this character, and from that, what lessons I can learn from him. 
We have gone away from fortune telling and found ourselves in the land of story. Using the Vertigo 
Tarot we can play with the pictures until we begin to creale new stories, not just from the characters, 
but from the confuSion and hope, the fe-ar and the joy, of our own lives. 
Good luck. 
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