




General Principles for Reading the Tarot Cards, by Jason Espada

1. In the Tarot, we use what are called ‘Spreads’. Each position where we place the cards has some pre-assigned meaning.  Then, when we read the cards, we put together the meaning of the cards with the meaning of each position in a spread.  This is done in response to a question, if there is one.

2.  The Tarot works on an energy level.  A reading will often pick up on whatever energy is strongest at that time and place.  So, for example, if a person is asking about their cat, but they really want to know about their relationship, the cards will almost certainly pick up that.  As it’s said, ‘You must ask for what you really want.”

Another example: Sometimes you may be reading for one person, and the person will tell you it doesn’t apply to them, but you look over to one side and there is someone looking rather embarrassed, or surprised.  There cards are picking up on their energy - their situation, their question.  Of course, you can focus the reading, but it’s often been known to go this way.

3. As a side-note here: if you are present at a reading for another person, and you hear something said that applies to you, feel free to take it and use it.  We have the saying, ‘If the shoe fits, wear it’.

Reading the Cards

4. This step will make all that follows much easier: First of all, when reading the cards, or approaching some important subject, try to do it when you are refreshed and alert.  If you have been active, then ‘shift gears’, slow down.  Relax and calm yourself in whatever way works best for you.  

When we enter what can be called ‘contemplative space’ our sense of time and space changes.  Time slows down, or it ‘expands‘, so that we feel like we have plenty of room, and plenty of time for our questions, more than enough time to learn what we wish…

5. It’s not essential to have a particular question.  If you do have a question, then how long you want to focus on the question depends on you.  Sometimes you can just put out the cards and see what happens.  Experiment and see what works best for you.

At times it’s better for the person reading the cards not to know the question.  That way our ideas - or what we think we know doesn’t get in the way.

6. If you are shuffling the cards, and one falls out, read that one.  Or, if you put out the cards and you see in your mind’s-eye another card, even for just a moment, read the card that appeared to you.

7. When you lay out the cards, the first thing to look for is to see if any card ‘speaks to you’ right away, immediately.  It could be some word or phrase that comes to mind, or some feeling, like a reflex.  You might feel that you understand some meaning right away, without any effort.  Keep in mind what that card said to you.

8. Second: look at the Major Arcana cards in the spread, and see if they can be considered to influence the entire reading, functioning as archetypal forces in the person‘s life.

In the Celtic Cross Spread, Major Arcana cards the following positions are likely to be major factors in the reading: the first two cards (the root dynamic), position three (the foundation), position five (the leading ideal), position six (an opportunity that will present itself), and position seven (how a person is feeling about themselves).

Remember that the Major Arcana in general have two levels of meanings - one, where they are active as major, universal forces in a person’s life, and the second, a set of more everyday meanings - when they function more as working principles.  The Minor Arcana, by comparison, represent situations, events or experiences.  Recall the analogy that when the Major Arcana are like the tides, effecting everything, the Minor Arcana are like the individual waves, situations, people or events…

9. Third: After considering the Major Arcana cards, next look at how the four suits are represented, to try to get a general sense of the reading.   Look whether there is more of one suit than the others, or if one suit is missing.  This could indicate the need for more of a quality or type of action that is lacking.  

Pentacles, earth, represent the material world, and practical matters; 

Cups, water, represent emotion; Swords, air, represent the mind and thought; and Wands, fire, represent creative energy and power.

10.  Next, look up the card meanings.  Even if you feel you know what they the cards mean, this is a good step to follow for a while, until you feel you’ve learned all you can from books.

If it’s your tendency already to think too much, or to be too intellectual, try to use your feelings more.  And if you tend to feel your way to answers, balance this more with reading and thinking about the meanings

You can start with what is easy for you, what you feel you already understand somewhat, or, you can begin with what you feel you understand the least… If you have no preference, just begin with the card in position one, in whatever spread you are using.

If a question has been asked, try to feel how what you are looking at and reading from your book might be a response to that question.  Try to put it together.  Try to make a story from the spread.

11. When you are reading the meanings of a particular card, wait until you feel that something you read ‘jumps out’, or stands out in relief.  Sometimes the feeling is very strong, unmistakable.  At other times it’s more subtle.

Read each of the cards in order, and try to put the meanings together in a meaningful whole.

12. If some things are not clear, by comparison, simply be honest and say, ‘I don’t know what this means at this time’.  This ‘I don’t know’ is very important.  The openness to receive information, waiting patiently and attentively, is truly a key factor in reading the cards.

13. What we have done so far is just to learn the conceptual knowledge necessary for reading  the cards.  That much is just the necessary preparation.  It is enough to begin.  With the Tarot though, most of  what we will learn will come from doing readings, for ourselves, and for others in all kinds of situations, in response to all kinds of  questions.  If you wish to learn this subject in depth , you will need to learn from experience.  Read the cards often, for yourself, and then when you are comfortable, for other people.  

14. The next stage to develop along the way in reading the cards uses the intuition.  The intuition is a kind of direct knowing, prior to thinking.  It can either be helped by thinking, or else thinking can keep us from what our intuition is trying to tell us.  In general, the less thinking the better… see for yourself.  My own sense is that intuition is closer to feeling than to thinking, but an intuition has elements of both thinking and feeling in it…

Thinking and book knowledge, and the intuition are not the same.  The best way I can explain it is to say there is a qualitative difference between them.  Sometimes you may get a clear idea, or a very clear, definite feeling, in a very direct way, with more certainty to it.  In any case, your own experience will show you what I mean.  

This ability - to learn to distinguish your intuition - no one can give this to you.  It’s something you have to learn on your own.  When approached properly, studying the Tarot can help.

15. Although there are no absolute rules, here are a few things that can hinder, or to block our knowing what the intuition would tell us: busyness, tiredness, intoxication; an uneasy conscience, too much hope and fear, too much desire, and restlessness….  I don’t say this to discourage anyone, but only to point out how this process works.

16. We can see why these things would block the intuition when we consider the following: The mind can be compared to water - if there are waves on the surface, it keeps us from seeing more deeply into the water.  Or, we can say that the waves can block what is on the deeper levels from coming to the surface.

17.  Here is an analogy: Three kinds of fishing can represent how we can gain knowledge: The first kind, spear fishing, is like aggressively, impatiently searching for an answer, any answer.  It is forced, hurried, relatively superficial.

The second kind of  fishing is with a rod and reel.  This is like casting about here and there, wherever we think we might be able to find an answer.  There is some waiting in this kind of looking for knowledge, true, but it is guided by the intellect, memory, hope and fear.  Naturally, it’s mostly looking for answers in places we’ve found answers before.

The third kind of ‘fishing’ (if it could be called that) is like taking a boat out onto a lake, and waiting for the fish to jump into the boat.  We only need to be alert enough to take hold of the fish before it jumps back into the water again.    This is something like ‘catching’ our dreams when we wake up - after waking up we only have a minute or two to remember them, or they return to the unconscious…

Of course, this kind of - providing the framework and waiting for a sense of the answers to come - takes longer, but the kind of information that comes this way is of a different nature.   Sometimes ideas or feelings will come quickly, and sometimes not, but the point is that we shouldn’t hurry or force anything.  There is a saying in the Taoist Tradition: ‘When insight arises spontaneously, that is true insight’.  Of course, some things will take longer to have a clear feeling about.  As I’ve said, it’s similar to learning music or a language - if we go quickly we will get a different result.  So, take your time.

18. Leave the cards out, if possible.  Write down the spread in shorthand, and think about it for a while, for a few days, or longer.  If you can visualize the cards, even better.

Try to be aware of what you don’t know, or what you’re not yet clear about in a reading.  Then wait, patiently and attentively for some sense of the meanings to become clear.  It can be like watching a black and white photograph develop - the image surfaces, the dawning of some knowledge…  Wait and watch until you feel satisfied.

19. In a reading, what we are looking for in response to our questions, is a sense of release, or like some door opening, and some water, or some new life flowing through… this can be an opportunity for healing.

20. The ideas of Balance, and The Shadow of often provide the key to a reading.  We have a vocabulary, in the Tarot, to talk about, or to work on balance.  

In our life, or in a reading, we can see if there is too much of one element, or not enough of another, and what that says to us.  In life, balance is dynamic.  That is, life is always changing, with some things coming to change or to challenge our sense of balance.  Or, if we are moved off balance, new things are always coming or are available to help us.

21. Understanding the idea of The Shadow is also a key part of reading the Tarot.  The main point about the Shadow is that it is only a problem when it is not fully seen and understood.  We should try to see what the possible negative meanings are in even the positive cards.  And we should also try to see what can be positive in what look like the most negative or unpleasant cards.  Then we will have a balanced view.

22.  With the Minor Arcana, both the numbered cards and the Court Cards, we can look at where the cards came from, and where they are going.  Sometimes this helps.  Where the number cards ‘came from’, means the number that came before, and ‘what comes after’ means the number card that comes next.

Just a couple of more points…

23. Please bear in mind that we all need to learn how to ask good questions.  When there is a deep question there can be a deep answer.  An example of a question that is not deep is the usual ‘yes or no’ question that people like to ask.  Another is the ‘when’ type of question.  Life is more complicated than our simple questions.  And there is more involved in any answer… the answer actually depends a great deal on what a person chooses to do.

24. The Tarot can show us our situation and our options.  What we do with that information is up to us.    Within the parameters of what can be called our own unique destiny or our purpose in life, we have a lot of freedom, and many choices.

The Tarot, or other methods of divination, in my view, are not about fate.  They are about our choices, our free will and our own personal responsibility.

25. The responsibility of a card reader is just to point out the influences in a situation, and the choices a person has.  What a person does with that information is up to them.

Even if people ask what to do, specifically (as in a ‘yes or no’ question), my own feeling is that the Tarot or other method of divination should not be used to take a person’s responsibility or hope away from them.

The Tarot, at it’s best, can shed light on a situation, and it can affirm our free will, again and again.  It can be quite encouraging this way.  As long as we are humble, respectful, and compassionate, reading the cards can be helpful for ourselves and for other people.


