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This book is dedicated
to all creative and inspired travelers,
past and present,
who have walked the road of the tarot.
The human mind can take a million different journeys in a million different directions. The tarot, because of its adaptability, is a main road for many people. It is fascinating not only in itself, but also for its milieu, historically and currently.
My seven-year tenure as senior editor at U.S. Games Systems exposed me to a multitude of tarot decks and books, published and unpublished, from every corner of the world. I browsed through Stuart Kaplan’s fantastic library, volume by dusty volume, from Renaissance to contemporary, in order to form the bibliographies for the volumes of The Encyclopedia of Tarot. I corresponded with hundreds of artists, who produced decks with themes ranging from teddy bears to aliens to myths from all over our world. I also corresponded with the scholars of tarot.
Over the years, I have been awed and absorbed by the works of people, past and present, who have contributed to the the tarot, from gamblers to occultists, from artists to aristocrats. Norbert Lösche’s Cosmic Tarot is a beautiful place to linger, on the great and ever-changing journey that is the tarot.
to Bruce, for his love and support, and for his helpful critique of the manuscript of this book;
to Stuart R. Kaplan, who never tried to cap my energies, however eccentric a course they took;
to the Teachers, who give freely the most precious gifts that can be offered;
and to Norbert Lösche, for creating the beautiful Cosmic Tarot.
So here we are, in the presence of the tarot, a book that is intentionally mute… — Oswald Wirth, Introduction to the Study of Tarot
The tarot is a book that speaks through images; it speaks through our imaginations. It is rooted in silence: no one knows its origin.
Some claim the tarot is of Egyptian heritage; others trace it to India, the cradle of so much culture and wisdom now taken for granted. The images of traditional tarot decks are European and medieval. The Holy Roman Emperor and his consort appear.
Cards showing Pope and Popess led to the deck being censored or altered in Roman Catholic or, paradoxically, Protestant areas. (The Swiss replaced the offending cards with Jupiter and Junon.) The Wheel of Fortune was a well-known image during the Middle Ages, as was Death as a skeleton with a scythe.
The earliest extant tarot deck was made around 1450 in Milan. The hand-painted, gold-leafed deck, with its charming, childlike figures, probably survives because of its artistic value.
Any earlier decks were possibly discarded by people unaware of their value, burned if the local priest decided playing cards were “the devil’s picture book,” or destroyed in wars, especially during World War II, when aerial bombing leveled so much of the past.
Renaissance Italians and French enjoyed the game of tarot much as present-day folks enjoy bridge, except that the ladies shaved their foreheads and the gents wore stockings. Tarot, or tarock, is still a popular game in parts of Europe. While tarot decks were probably invented for a game, from very early on people were using the cards for telling fortunes and allegorical stories.
The first tarot decks may have been used for other purposes as well. The cards might have taught children principles of society and the cosmos. They were possibly esoteric codes of secret societies, alchemists, or witches.
Tarot scholar Gertrude Moakley claims they were pictures of Carnival parades, which descend from Roman triumphal parades (triumphs—trumps). Some say the images are based on the rites and deities of ancient goddess-centered religions.
An interesting idea is that they illustrated the tales of the Round Table; the artist who made the earliest extant deck also made pen and ink drawings in a manuscript of Lancelot du Lac. They could also have been fanzines of actors in pageants and plays. From the late Renaissance, decks printed by woodblocks were used for various games, mostly in France, Switzerland, and Italy.
The tarot eventually evolved into a form that is fairly consistent to this day. The traditional deck comprises seventy-eight cards.
Twenty-two of the cards, numbered 0 through XXI, bear allegorical images and titles such as The Fool, The Empress, Justice, and The Star. These cards are called the Major Arcana, or the Trumps.
The remaining fifty-six cards are called the Minor Arcana. They comprise four suits: swords, wands (staves or batons), cups, and pentacles (coins). Each suit has four court cards: king, queen, prince (traditionally, knight), and princess (traditionally, page); and numbered cards ace (one) through ten.
It was in the eighteenth century that the tarot evolved—for the first time, or once again—into an occult article. What follows is a brief chronology.
1781 • Court de Gebelin stated that the tarot was Egyptian, the destroyed Library of Alexandria in code. He was a Mason, and something even more exotic—a powerful Protestant in France. Dozens of books have been based on his ideas, which in turn were based on “intuition,” rather than on solid, scholarly research.
1783 • The Book of Thoth tarot, the first “corrected” tarot, was created by Etteilla (Alliette, his surname, spelled backward). His deck was not traditional in that he altered the sequence of the Major Arcana.
1860s • Eliphas Levi (real name, Alphonse Louis Constant) threw tarot into the magic cauldron of Cabalism, hermeticism, alchemy, and astrology.
1889 • Papus (Dr. Gerard Encausse) published Le Tarot des Bohemiens (The tarot of the gypsies). The book included illustrations of the Major Arcana by Oswald Wirth, a disciple of the Marquis Stanislas de Guaita, one of the more formidable and sensational occultists of the nineteenth century.
1910 • Pamela Colman Smith painted in watercolors the deck known as the Rider-Waite Tarot. The deck was named after Arthur Edward Waite, who guided the artist through the Major Arcana, and the first publisher of the deck, Rider of London.
Like Etteilla, A. E. Waite claimed that his was a “rectified” tarot, that is, occultly correct. It was based on the principles of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn: a blend of Rosicrucianism, Cabalism, astrology, Masonic ritual, alchemy, and European mythology.
Pamela Colman Smith was probably inspired by the designs of the late-fifteenth-century Italian Sola-Busca Tarot, copies of which are housed in the British Museum. The Sola-Busca Tarot is the only known early tarot deck whose Minor Arcana show scenes instead of symmetrical arrangements of suit symbols.
The original artwork of the Rider-Waite Tarot disappeared after World War II, as did the original Sola-Busca Tarot, which was in Milan. By coincidence, they may have shared the fate of so much other art: casualties of war.
1927 • Oswald Wirth published Le Tarot: Imagiers du Moyen Age (The Tarot: Image-creators of the Middle Ages). The book included a portfolio of lovely, gold-illumined prints of the Major Arcana. These were modified from his illustrations for Papus’s book.
1940 • Aleister Crowley, after breaking away from the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, worked with painter Lady Frieda Harris to create the Book of Thoth Tarot. The deck was not published until 1969.
Hundreds, possibly thousands of different tarot decks are now in print around the world. The vast range of tarot decks points to the fact that tarot aficionados also vary: from collectors and artists to mystics and magicians, to psychics and psychotherapists, to herbalists . . . and on and on.
Occultists use the tarot for predictions, in ritual, and as “flash cards” for whatever system—cabalistic, alchemical, quasi-Christian—they might wish to study. Mystics use the tarot for meditation and, overlapping the occultists, for advancement in other-worldly realms. Students of psychology can see in the figures of the tarot human types, elements of the psyche, and archetypes.
Predicting is the most ridiculed aspect of the tarot. Many people who collect and study the tarot refuse to use it for telling the future. However, even the most hardened cynic will sit for a free reading or will even pay for “spiritual advice.” They may slouch back with arms crossed on their chests and a meant-to-be cynical smile on their lips—but they want to know.
The tarot can put a life situation in images in the same way that journal-writing can bring pattern and order to strong feelings and experiences. The randomness of a tarot reading forces the imagination to look at alternatives, to see things from a different perspective.
How are the cards interpreted? Everyone relies on books and booklets at first, and tradition plays a legitimate role in reading the tarot. But there comes a time when you must put the books aside, along with preconceptions and worries about whether or not you are psychic. Having absorbed the traditions, you personalize them by understanding the cards through context, considering the question asked or the situation.
The cards have different meanings for different people, in different situations. For example, the Emperor could be a helpful, older man, or he could be an aggravating employer/husband/father/friend. If you’re a mature man, he might be you. Then again, if you’re a mature, powerful, “masculine” woman, he might be you. If you work in a government building, the Emperor could symbolize your job or place of employment. What fits with the other cards? With your question? With the story?
A tarot reading brings together the eccentric theories as well as the scholarly research on the origin of the tarot, and the meanings that contradict, and the tremendous attraction of the tarot.
The tarot accommodates all readers; it can absorb any system. That is why many say the Egyptians invented tarot—after all, Thoth was a Magician, and Isis was a Popess, a High Priestess. Renaissance Italians could have invented the tarot, including in its ranks the Pope and the Holy Roman Emperor, and figures of the court. The tarot really seems to be an alchemical work—Temperance depicts an angel mixing fluids. Astrologers love the tarot: Libra is Justice, and there is Aquarius on The Star. Published and unpublished feminist decks abound: Strength is a woman, the Popess is the Goddess, and the Empress is the Matriarch. Jungians. . . . It goes without saying.
In the end, it is beside the point, except for historical purposes, to shoot down the occult myth that has grown up around the tarot. Obviously, ancient Egyptians had nothing to do with creating the tarot. Yet the tarot has been used successfully to illustrate the figures of ancient Egyptian religion. And whether the original author of the tarot was Thoth or Hermes, or a minor artist of the Renaissance making a deck for the weekend card game at the palàzzo, the tarot is, indeed, a magical book. Magical in that it can change into all different forms. A book in that each image tells its story. A magical book: it is written even as you read it.
The Cosmic Tarot, with its fascinating, intricate images, reflects all that the tarot has been, and all that it can be. Its symbolism ranges freely through time, from ancient Egypt to present-day Europe. We can identify with the human figures, whether they are in the costume of the pharaohs or in modern business suits.
Noble or abject, wise or enchained in folly, free-spirited or snared in materialism and decadence, the people on the deck show us ourselves in the midst of life. Both the familiarity and the mystery of the figures draw us in, into ourselves, into pondering the questions that recur over and over in our lives.
The artist of the Cosmic Tarot, Norbert Lösche, deliberately chose recognizable images. Says Lösche, “In creating this tarot, my intention is to make the old knowledge accessible and understandable to everyone by using as few secret symbols as possible…. In our times, the search for transcendent meaning and self-redemption has replaced the old mystical religions of a distant god. The tarot’s age-old knowledge is always quiet and reserved, yet it welcomes the seeker like an old friend. The tarot, with its dynamic concept of constant change, offers a doctrine for the New Age and thus becomes a reliable guide in this chaotic world of shifting social values.”
“Methodical observations, experiment, and calculation have led us to such results that we silence our imaginations when they try to suggest anything to us. This is being far too careful because intuition has such an important part to play in life that it is absurd to try and turn it into an abstraction.” — Oswald Wirth, Introduction to the Study of Tarot
Sit in a comfortable, quiet place. Pick up the Cosmic Tarot deck and scan the images one by one. Look at each card for a few seconds; resist pausing over any one in particular. As you glance at the cards, try to be aware of your emotional reactions, of your flying thoughts, of associations. Perhaps a face recalls someone you know—a friend or an enemy. Perhaps one card is sinister, another sunny and pleasant.
This exercise in image-ination can be almost psychedelic, as the rapid succession of images gives rise to a dazzling variety of thoughts and emotions.
Now put the deck down and examine your mind. Don’t measure or judge your impressions in terms of good or bad, psychic or mundane. Merely try to recall the general flow of your thoughts and feelings as you scanned the deck.
You probably found that you couldn’t help but stop on certain cards. Perhaps an image was beautiful; perhaps an image was revolting or frightening; perhaps an image puzzled or intrigued you. The attractive cards as well as the repulsive cards can reveal aspects of your psyche. Over time, your feelings toward certain cards will go through surprising changes.
Each tarot card, Major or Minor Arcana, represents a facet of life. We may identify with certain cards—for example, young-at-heart people or people just meeting the tarot tend to identify with 0 The Fool. We may match people we know with certain cards. Remember, however, that each card is only a piece of the picture, part of the story.
As you look through the Cosmic Tarot deck again and again, contemplating one card at length, passing over those that are unpleasant or of little interest, try always to be aware of your “flying thoughts.” These are the inspirations that will, as you study the tarot, be captured and given form by reason. This created/creative form is the treasure that the tarot has to offer.
the major arcana of the tarot symbolize, as the name implies, the “big picture.” They can be seen in numerical order as a journey through life: from 0 The Fool, the blissfully ignorant embryonic child, to XXI The World, the liberated and liberating integrated person, portrayed as a mature woman joyous in the midst of life. They can be read as a picture book of metaphysics: from 0 The Fool, uncreated potential, to XXI The World, full manifestation.
The Cosmic Tarot book interprets each Major Arcana card first with a brief description of the image on the card. Visual study of the card will yield the discovery of details that contribute to one’s own relationship with it.
Following the description is a section called “The Cosmos,” a macrocosmic outlook on the card. Next, “The Human Community” views the card as a facet of human society and civilization. “The Individual” brings the card down to personal terms, showing life situations and types of people.
The sections are not meant to imply that metaphysics, society, and personal life are divided and shut-off from each other. The aspects of life blend with and influence each other.
The delineations of “The Cosmos,” “The Human Community,” and “The Individual” can help us to see the wondrously various ways in which the energy denoted by each card touches our lives. What connects with our spirits can benefit our bodies, our spiritual well-being is woven into our society, and so on.
Finally, simple meanings are given for each card. The meanings are often contradictory; what works well in one situation, for one person, can work badly in another situation, for another person.
Reversed meanings (for when the cards fall upside down in a spread) are not given. Each card is interpreted according to its image and context. If one feels that the positive (or negative) value of the card is stymied, compromised, or blocked by surrounding cards or by the subject of the reading, an unfavorable (or favorable) interpretation might be indicated.
Finally, in reading the interpretations and descriptions of the cards, it is essential to understand that the pronouns “he” and “she” are used in reference to the gender of the figure on the card. The actual qualities of the cards are not gender-bound, except for a few cases noted in the text. For example, though the Magician is called “he,” the type described can be a man or a woman; however, the Magician refers sometimes specifically to a brother, a male friend, or an ordained man.
A jester in motley dances at the edge of a cliff. A dog, symbol of fidelity, leaps beside him, perhaps warning him of the dangers of the deep. The sun inspires the Fool with spheres of light. Crystals grow from the ground.
The Cosmos • The number 0 is the mathematical point of neutrality between positive numbers and negative numbers. In metaphorical terms, the Fool is the point of balance between destruction and creation. S/He signifies the held breath of the cosmic force: the exhalation is creation; the inhalation is annihilation.
The Fool is spirit on the edge of manifestation; the formless who precedes or succeeds the dualism of heaven and earth; “ground zero,” the bomber term for the center of destruction. An absolute neuter, neither male nor female, neither active nor passive, the Fool embodies in its circular digit all possibilities.
The Human Community • The Fool, or court jester, is wise in folly, witty in madness. Alone in the court, he candidly exposes the king’s foolishness, with the king’s consent and even encouragement.
We have in ourselves the capacity to satirize our own foolishness, to laugh at ourselves and to laugh at the folly of our leaders—even as they, like the Fool, bring us dancing to the edge of a precipice. A humorless life would be unbearable, and our professional jesters—cartoonists, comedians, clowns, and essayists—keep our leaders from taking themselves too seriously, and keep us from taking our leaders too seriously.
However, pretending that life is nothing but a joke, refusing to confront responsibility for ourselves and our actions, eventually leads to destruction and chaos. Complacent cynicism makes fools of us. Closed eyes bring us over the precipice, led by the fantasies of those who would dominate us.
The Fool is the short-term solution, the easy way out: public vaccinations and education on disease control vetoed; shoddy safety standards to favor low production costs; exploitative labor practices to compete with other economies; using human rights as a public relations facade in swapping political favors. Sooner or later, the precipice—pollution, epidemics, revolution, civil suits by injured workers or consumers—will gape open.
Conversely, the Fool is the activist, the dissenter, the one who forces us to face social problems even if solving them seems impractical politically and economically. He may be a “Chicken Little,” or he may be a prophet.
The Individual • Imagination is a sister of ecstasy, and ecstasy is a razor’s edge between sanity and insanity. The most heartbreaking delusions and the most exquisite beauty spring from imagination.
The Fool embodies the imagination, with all its glamor and all its danger. His head reaches toward the sun and the stars; his feet caper on the very lip of a crystal-studded alpine cliff. He is the romantic artist who creates universally loved masterpieces; he is the madman who makes no sense to anyone but himself.
It is appropriate that the Fool is the 0, the naught, for the imagination by itself signifies nothing. Only when given form does the imagination make an impact. However unstable an “artistic type” may be, creation will always include a fair measure of solid, calculating reason. The faithful dog dances along, but keeps the Fool from losing awareness of the surroundings.
The imaginary excursions that lead to creation can be spontaneous, even “foolish.” The nineteenth-century chemist Friedrich August Kekulé von Stradonitz was dozing on an omnibus one day when he “saw” atoms twirling about in a dance. The end of a chain of atoms joined itself to the head of the chain and made a whirling ring. The playful vision immortalized Kekulé von Stradonitz, as it was a breakthrough realization in modeling the structure of benzene and led to models of other cyclic chemicals.
A person who is too much in love with reason and purposefulness, one who is incapable of wasting time, will never know the joy of creation. Fascist or totalitarian societies require that artists fill the “needs of the people,” which usually means finding the lowest common emotional and political denominator—nothing risky, nothing experimental or offensive. These societies label as “decadent” the artist who creates for the joy of it, for “art’s sake.” The wish to conform to what society dictates as sensible and productive (and lucrative) is a more effective censor than any government bureau.
The Fool is a youth, male or female, or a youthful spirit. He or she may be thoughtless, even callous, but always brings that welcome breath of fresh air.
All creative endeavors, especially those that make us laugh, are in the domain of the Fool, as are mimes and clowns of all kinds, from class clowns to professional buffoons to the benevolent Shriners. The Fool is possibly a bumbler, the person who always commits the faux pas, the one who “spills the beans.”
Meanings • Wisdom of innocence. Originality. Annulment of reason. Frivolity. Lack of discipline. Ecstasy. Delirium. Satire. Cartoons. Clowns. Mime. Madness. Imagination. Youthfulness. Comedy. Fun. Lack of social grace. Thoughtlessness. Folly. Extravagance. Immaturity. Irrationality. Frenzy. Enthusiasm. Naiveté.
The Magician’s face has both masculine and feminine features: mustache and goatee, delicate eyebrows and mouth. S/He wears a fillet decorated with the lemniscate, used in mathematics to signify infinity. Through mental powers, s/he rules the four elements—the four suit signs of the tarot. The roses of passion and the lilies of purity are near the table.
The Cosmos • The Roman numeral I is identical to the Roman letter I, which signifies the self-aware ego in English. “I” is oneness, and also “only-ness.” The lonely One craves a reflection, which will be identical and yet opposite; the potential of 0 The Fool coalesces into a creative force: God/Goddess, Life, Breath, Love, Inspiration, Mind, the Great One.
The presence of the four suit signs indicates that from formlessness have come the elements of form. The Magician is Form, then, and his sister the High Priestess (Major Arcana II) is Time.
The sword, wand, cup, and pentacle symbolize the four elements of life as understood by the human mind: respectively, air/mental, fire/spiritual, water/emotional, and earth/physical.
The Human Community • The Magician manipulates the elements to invent, to create, to cast a spell, and so he rules innovation and pioneering work: research and development, experimental or avant garde art, and radical sociology.
His work has the potential to fulfill the needs of humans, though he is neutral as to the moral implications of its uses. Thus, dynamite can be used to excavate building sites or it can be used in bombs.
The roses denote passionate dedication; the lilies represent pure, single-minded devotion.
The Magician manipulates people as well as the elements. Charismatic, attractive, and persuasive, he knows how to play all the chords, charming us mentally, spiritually, emotionally, and physically. The Magician is the priest and the leader—and the charlatan, the pretender. The audience that forgets the illusory quality of the show is duped. The priest or preacher who claims for himself the qualities of the spirit he worships is a charlatan. The vote-buying promises of politicians are the magic tricks that veil the real difficulties involved in governing.
The Magician can reflect the tendency of groups to get caught up in the power, charisma, or promises of an individual. Such situations have led to the founding of great religions such as Islam, Buddhism, and Christianity, and have also led to brainwashing cults and the most savage tyrannies, such as those under Adolph Hitler and Idi Amin.
The Individual • The Magician is the ideal person to raise funds for a cause, to convert or persuade a difficult audience, to solve a complex problem through sheer ingenuity. Once the trick is done, however, his interest wanes. Someone else will have to follow through. He is interested in seeing how his work is applied, but most likely needs a business partner, unless he himself has the means of production. Potential investors may be alienated by the fact that he doesn’t always play by the rules.
Though not necessarily immoral, the Magician is not scrupulous. He will not agonize over the consequences his work may have. His means support the end; the process, not the goal, is all.
One result of his detachment is the ability to dedicate himself to a task that may have no material reward or status. The other side of scholarly detachment is science gone amok: cruelty to animals, the invention of devastating weapons.
The Magician can be a heartless playboy or playgirl, making a science of seduction and abandoning his or her subject when the experiment has yielded results; or the Magician’s objectivity can allow him to love unpossessively a free-spirited person.
The Magician can be a brother, a friend of long-standing, or an ordained man. He can be tremendously supportive or maddeningly competitive. If the Magician is in the form of a woman, she will gravitate to traditionally male jobs and roles.
The Magician rules crackpots whose great ideas never make it off the drawing board, inventors, con artists, sleight-of-hand artists, “Mr. or Ms. Fix-its,” master artisans, and artists who concentrate more on style and form than on content and meaning.
Meanings • Brother or friend. Elementary knowledge. A free spirit. Determination. Skill. Juggling. Initiative. Agitation. Disgrace. Self-reliance. Intelligence. Inventiveness. Self-confidence. Resourcefulness. Deception. Sleight of hand. Clumsiness. Egoism.
The High Priestess is marked with oceanic tides; the starry cosmos mingles with her hair. The blue tint of her hair and skin denotes restfulness and depth. On her forehead is a yin-yang symbol: union and dualism. A book imprinted with the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet is before her. The crescent moon, which governs the tides, shows the High Priestess to be in harmony with the ebb and flow of life and death.
The Cosmos • The High Priestess, in anticipation of the matronly Empress, is often called virginal. Her womb has the potential to nourish a living being, but if conception is denied, menstruation brings the demise of the unfertilized ovum. The life force comes in its time to each being and withdraws in its time, just as ocean tides come and go, just as the moon waxes and wanes.
The yin-yang denotes the fundamental truth of nature as perceived by humans: that all energy is generated by the interplay of opposites, the alternation of negative and positive, light and dark, dry and wet, hot and cold, day and night.
The letters alpha and omega, inscribed in the book, are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. As her brother the Magician coagulates the elements to make creation possible, the Priestess takes from eternity time: beginning and end.
The Human Community • The Magician represents the application of knowledge; the High Priestess represents knowledge itself. She is the ivory tower. Theories on the origin of the cosmos, the most hair-splitting semantic argument, Mandelbrot sets, are all of interest to the High Priestess. Some of the data she turns up will eventually be used by the Magician; for example, the Mandelbrot sets can help pinpoint chaotic elements in models of shoreline erosion. Meanwhile, the Priestess will always have a fascinated, if elite, audience.
The High Priestess also represents the unofficial side of world religions (compare with V The Hierophant). Established churches have always been uneasy with their saints, visionaries, and reformers, but the community of any religion becomes a mere reflection of the worldly status quo without creative, and sometimes obsessed, individuals.
Saint Francis of Assisi, Thomas à Kempis, and Tibet’s Milarepa, and especially women such as the bodhisattva Tara, Joan of Arc, and Hildegard of Bingen reflect the kind of energy symbolized by the High Priestess. They did not start religions. They used existing institutions to realize unique visions.
The High Priestess is the abbess or leader of obscure religious communes or orders that have only tenuous connections with established churches.
The Individual • The High Priestess attracts men and women, though she tends to be reserved and unassuming, even cold. She may be a “bookworm.” One could say of her, “still waters run deep.” The High Priestess can indicate a feeling of certainty, even if various aspects of a situation are yet hidden.
The High Priestess is the older or younger sister: an intimate relationship bound by taboos. She may be a beloved female friend or an ordained woman. If the High Priestess takes the guise of a man, he will be somewhat effeminate and very understanding of women.
The High Priestess can represent a young, virginal woman, or a woman who has control of her sexuality in terms of activity and fertility. In this respect, she can denote successful birth control.
Meanings • Mystery. Hidden knowledge. Wisdom. Sound judgment. Common sense. Serenity. Penetration. Foresight. Intuition. Initiation. Mental power. Silence. Perception. Self-reliance. Sister. Impassiveness. Quiet assertiveness. Platonic relationships. Love of books. Shallowness. Obsessiveness. Passive–aggressive type.
A mature woman crowned with stars, rich with jewels, rules a fertile land. Around her neck is a pendant on which is a five-pointed star. The pentagram is a symbol of the five senses as well as of wealth and the earth; it appears in the suit of pentacles of the Minor Arcana.
The Cosmos • The Empress is the Great Mother, the physical form of creation, what we perceive with our senses as the cosmos. She gives from her own body as a mother gives milk to her infant. We dwell on her body; we draw our food from her body. We admire her beauty when we look up at a starry sky. Wind, clouds, rain, sunshine are from her. We dance and love on her body—we also defile her body.
While the Mother seems endlessly nurturing, endlessly forgiving, there is a point at which her resources give out: for examples, the Dust Bowl of the United States, a semi-arid region formed in the 1930s by over-cultivation of the land; the extinction or endangerment of countless species of plants and animals; the decimation of rain forests. From time to time, too, she devours her own: volcanoes, earthquakes, the devastating 1986 natural eruption of lethal vapor from Cameroon’s Lake Nyos, cancer from too much exposure to sunlight.
The Empress card emphasizes the gift of life. A bird in the foreground clasps a berry in its beak; the earth feeds her children, winged, finned, and legged. The fertility of the earth is illustrated by the globe that floats amidst ripe stalks of grain and wild flowers. The mountains in the background recall the favored meditation grounds of sages. Mountains are the earth laid bare.
The Human Community • The Empress is the ecosystem of civilization: farmlands, fishing and hunting grounds, mines, timberland, parks, and gardens—all natural resources used by humans. Both the beauty and the perils of cultivation and husbandry are implicit in the Empress. She is exquisite gardens and beloved animal companions, as well as strip-mined mountainsides and smoggy skies.
Historically, all over the world, nature has been seen as a force to be subjugated, dominated, exploited. (The parallel with the roles of men and women is obvious.) For example, the creator in the Hebrew book of Genesis commanded man to subdue the earth and dominate its life.
The ecology movement offers a different point of view. A stewardship role obliges humankind to protect earth’s resources and to use them only if they are able to be preserved and/or regenerated. The concept is workable, and probably most realistic at this point in time. Stewardship does not relinquish the paternalistic idea of human rulership over nature, but at least the power exerted is meant to be benevolent, rather than greedy, destructive, or negligent.
Humankind must arrive at an agreement with nature. She is not “other,” outside of ourselves. Nature is humanity, and conflict with her is suicide. The Empress personifies the vital interdependence of humankind and nature.
The Individual • The Empress is our mother—real or idealized. She may be literally a mother, or she may be a motherly person, male or female. She believes in her progeny, no matter if the whole world is opposed, and she will always be supportive and encouraging, ready to lend a hand. With loyalty that borders on ferocity, she guards her own. The Empress can help us grow, or she can stunt us with overprotectiveness: smothering rather than mothering.
A tendency to be materialistic can make the Empress exploitative. She indicates wealth, especially wealth gained directly from natural resources.
The Empress loves nature, generally not in rugged majesty but as made comfortable for human activities: gardening, easy hiking trails, parks, horse riding, zoos, fishing, bird watching, crafts using natural objects, camping in spring and fall, recreational beaches, and so on. She is fond of food and loves to cook for others. Her home is the gathering place for family, whose members may be her friends as well as her children and relatives. The Empress can indicate an unexpected pregnancy or, conversely, a planned pregnancy.
Meanings • Feminine wisdom. Feminine power. Fruitfulness. Sensuality. Beauty. Culture. Abundance. Accomplishment. Mother. Wife. Fertility. Feminine influence. Ability to motivate others. Practicality. Boredom. Lethargy. Temptation through earthly things. Gluttony.
The Emperor is enthroned, the symbols of his power before him. The scepter is the rod of chastisement whereby rebellion is quelled; the orb signifies the universal extent of the Emperor’s dominion. In the background is a lush, walled garden. The Emperor’s love and care flowers the earth. Just beyond the wall are the sands of the desert. The displeasure of the ruler is the waste of war and neglect. Pyramids, the giant tombs of the pharaohs, rise from the desert.
The throne of the Emperor is the seat of power. Two rams’ heads surmount it, symbolizing the astrological sign of Aries, head of the zodiac. The starry night sky edges the chair.
The Cosmos • Whereas the Magician is the creative Mind, the Emperor is the sustaining Mind. Husband to Nature the Empress, he and she are interdependent, unable to exist without each other. The Empress is the wind and the phenomena, such as hot and cold, moisture and dryness, that make the wind blow. The Emperor is neither cause nor result: he is what unites the result and its causal phenomena. The Emperor is natural law.
The Human Community • The Empress is the natural infrastructure of society; the Emperor is the rules by which resources are used and distributed: the power structure and the status quo. He may symbolize a ruler elected or self-appointed, a government, or the collective will of a people, especially in nationalistic terms.
The Emperor’s raised eyes indicate ambition: to improve the condition of his subjects, to create a more equitable system of government, or to extort more wealth from his subjects and to force his rule on peoples and lands beyond his proper realm. In essence, the Emperor is authority and the determination to mould the world in accordance to the will.
The Emperor signifies government buildings, such as the United States Capitol and the English Houses of Parliament, and national monuments and memorials. The urge to build, to govern, to colonize, to incorporate, to act out philosophies of government are in Emperor’s realm. Danger may come in crossing his dynamic, imperialistic ambition.
The Individual • The parent, the dictator, the schoolteacher, the elected official are the Emperor. Self-discipline and self-imposed rules are also the Emperor.
Whether the Emperor is an internal or external figure, he can be a source of great strength and resourcefulness. He is the means to carry out ideas and plans. He can be a ruthless master, though, the tyrannical parent who verbally or physically beats the self-esteem out of his children, or he can be the parent within, the overweening superego that represses trust, spontaneity, sensuality, and creativity.
The Emperor may indicate a dynamic, take-charge person, one who can galvanize an apathetic group into becoming an active force. His strength of character can lead to a rather harsh or cynical attitude toward those who do not live up to his high principles.
Meanings • Shaping the material world. Rulership. Will. Severity. Stability. Governmental structure. Worldly power and its danger. Force. Confidence. Discipline. Strength of character. Wealth. Authority. War-making tendencies. Father. Husband. Patriarchal figure. Weakness of character. Pettiness. Abuse of power. Corruption. Imperialism.
A religious leader stands in a temple, his followers at his side. His crown is faced with the sun; one horn of the crescent moon is visible. In his right hand he holds a card that is pierced by the light ray of his vision. In his left hand is another card; it is from the Cosmic Tarot deck, but only the back can be seen. A dove flying among the pillars of the church is symbolic of the spirit. The light that bends around the Hierophant is generated by an ankh, Egyptian symbol of life. Two green banners that edge the image symbolize the presence of nature, even in the most refined temples. The cosmos is visible through the openings of the stone.
The Cosmos • Some people see in the starry night constellations; some see a chaos of lights. A scientist takes fossils as proof of evolution on earth; a fundamentalist Christian may consider those same fossils to be snares put down by the devil in order to delude humankind into discounting the Genesis account of creation. Each believer considers his or her own belief system to be the absolute truth.
The Hierophant is a paradox of differing points of views: pattern or chaos; divine law or random circumstances; evolution or creation. He does not cause anything to happen; he is not creative. One could say he is a figment of the mind: the cosmos as we see it. As ordinary mortals, we are too conditioned to understand the true nature of things, and we cannot create anything new. We can only speculate, and re-form the materials we have in our realm.
The Human Community • The male followers of the Hierophant are dressed in “church clothes,” one in an outfit that resembles a cardinal’s gown and cap, except that it is blue, and the other in black gown and white collar. They represent the conventional side of religion: dogma, ethics, hierarchy, scripture, as well as the speculations of theology and cosmology.
The women are more unorthodox. Their gold hoop earrings give them a gypsy flavor. The white headcovering worn by the foremost woman recalls the veils worn in church by Roman Catholic women up into the sixties, but now abandoned by most Western women. The starry headdress decorated with a feather, worn by the other woman, hints at the imagination’s flight in the cosmos.
The women are the unconventional side of religion: visions, practices abandoned or banned by religious authorities, creation of personal rituals, intense and single-minded devotion, the blending of indigenous and colonial religions.
Established religion has its place. Not everyone can be a mystic, a hermit, or a leader. Some degree of stability is beneficial for most people, and many appreciate the guidance of tradition and dogma. Religions such as Roman Catholicism and Tibetan Buddhism value lineages of sages (such as the pope and the Dalai Lama), who confer on their followers knowledge and sacramental practices.
The Hierophant as church ideally protects solitary travelers as well as guiding those who wish to follow a more populated road. He can provide the ground for spiritual practice, as well as a guide to ethical behavior. In that respect, the Hierophant symbolizes the prevalent morality of a social group.
The Hierophant can also drop the seeds for neurotic guilt, intolerance, and an unhealthy suppression of natural appetites and instincts. Faith can be mindless conformity, or it can be an experience that bypasses intellectualization and selfish calculation to come truly from the heart. Church buildings, meditation centers, mosques, temples—the physical structures of religions—are indicated by the Hierophant.
The Individual • The Hierophant is a priest, preacher, teacher, friend, or group of kindred spirits who connects with us in prayer and meditation, or in philosophical or ethical quests.
He is likely to be a member of a conventional religion or faculty at an academic institution. His use of ritual is always elegant and effective, even if the ritual consists only in taking a certain posture to pray, such as kneeling or sitting cross-legged. One of the Hierophant’s more extraordinary qualities is the ability to communicate directly with individuals, even while teaching a large group.
Possibly the Hierophant is an opportunist who uses his status to draw material and sexual favors from his students. He may relish the power to save or damn those who fall under his spell or the spell of the doctrine he preaches.
A true spiritual teacher, male or female, is a friend. As a friend, he accepts us as we are, not as robotlike, brainwashed cultists. An authentic teacher discourages blind faith and dumb compliance. Trust is not a demand, but rather a natural, growing part of the relationship. Once a metaphysical bond is established between teacher and student, it is never broken. The teacher will never give up on the student; the student will never lose the teacher, even in death.
We can see the Hierophant as one who leads us on the path to spiritual realization, or as the path itself.
Meanings • Intellectual leadership. Initiation. Secret knowledge. Religion. Churches, mosques, temples, meditation centers. Humility. Ritualism. Mercy. Compassion. Captivity to one’s own ideas. Conformity. Rigid conservatism. A religious or spiritual leader. False guru. Hypocrisy. Hierarchy. Disbelief. Disillusionment. Knowledge that is not backed by experience.
A man and a woman kiss each other tenderly. Stars glimmer in their hair. The crown on the man’s shirt shows that he feels like a king. The land around is vibrant with life; the water is a pool of love. Two birds are highlighted with a golden disk: love can give us wings. Lilies and red tulips grow near. A six-pointed star framing a yin-yang symbol is generated from the kiss.
The Cosmos • The universe as perceived by the human mind comes forth from the interplay of opposites: male and female, light and dark, cold and hot, good and evil. Love unites opposites: in marriage, in reconciliation and forgiveness, in creation. The yin-yang symbol, with its round shape and the curved border between light and dark, shows the dynamic energy that ignites and unites opposites in the dance of the cosmos.
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