
the symbolism of the tarot

the symbolism of the tarot embodies a rich tapestry of images, archetypes, and meanings that
have intrigued mystics, psychologists, and spiritual seekers for centuries. Tarot cards are not merely
tools for divination; they are a symbolic language that conveys deep insights into human experience,
subconscious patterns, and universal truths. This article explores the intricate symbolism embedded
within the tarot deck, highlighting key elements such as the Major and Minor Arcana, numerology,
colors, and archetypal figures. Understanding these symbols enhances one’s ability to interpret tarot
readings with greater clarity and depth. The symbolism of the tarot also intersects with various
cultural, historical, and esoteric traditions, making it a fascinating subject for both beginners and
advanced practitioners. The following sections will provide a structured overview of the main symbolic
components and their significance in tarot interpretation.

The Structure and Symbolism of the Tarot Deck

Major Arcana: Archetypes and Universal Themes

Minor Arcana: Everyday Life and Elemental Symbols

Numerology and Symbolic Meaning in Tarot

Color Symbolism and Imagery in Tarot Cards

Using Symbolism for Deeper Tarot Interpretation

The Structure and Symbolism of the Tarot Deck
The tarot deck consists of 78 cards, each filled with symbolic imagery that contributes to the overall
language of the tarot. It is divided into two main groups: the Major Arcana and the Minor Arcana. Each
card’s symbolism is carefully crafted to represent different aspects of human life, spiritual lessons,
and psychological states. The arrangement and progression of cards within the deck also reflect a
journey or narrative that can be interpreted in readings.

The Major and Minor Arcana
The Major Arcana includes 22 cards, often seen as the heart of the tarot’s symbolic system. These
cards depict significant archetypes and milestones in the human experience, ranging from The Fool’s
journey of innocence to The World’s completion. The Minor Arcana consists of 56 cards divided into
four suits—Wands, Cups, Swords, and Pentacles—each suit symbolizing different areas of life and
elemental forces.



The Four Suits and Their Symbolism
Each suit in the Minor Arcana carries unique symbolism connected to classical elements and life
domains:

Wands: Represent creativity, inspiration, and action, connected to the element of fire.

Cups: Symbolize emotions, relationships, and intuition, related to the element of water.

Swords: Denote intellect, conflict, and decision-making, associated with the element of air.

Pentacles: Reflect material matters, work, and physical health, linked to the element of earth.

Major Arcana: Archetypes and Universal Themes
The Major Arcana cards are central to the symbolism of the tarot, representing universal archetypes
found in mythology, psychology, and spiritual teachings. These cards often depict characters or
concepts that embody stages of personal growth, challenges, and enlightenment.

Key Archetypal Figures
Several Major Arcana cards stand out for their powerful symbolic meanings:

The Fool: Embodies new beginnings, innocence, and potential.

The Magician: Represents manifestation, skill, and resourcefulness.

The High Priestess: Symbolizes intuition, mystery, and hidden knowledge.

The Empress: Reflects fertility, nurturing, and abundance.

The Hermit: Denotes introspection, wisdom, and solitude.

Death: Signifies transformation and the end of cycles, not literal death.

The World: Represents completion, fulfillment, and integration.

The Fool’s Journey as a Symbolic Framework
The narrative arc of the Major Arcana is often described as the Fool’s Journey, a metaphor for the
soul’s path through life and self-discovery. Each card represents a stage in this journey, highlighting
lessons and challenges that contribute to personal development. This framework deepens the
interpretive richness of the tarot’s symbolism.



Minor Arcana: Everyday Life and Elemental Symbols
While the Major Arcana focuses on significant spiritual and psychological themes, the Minor Arcana
cards highlight the practical, day-to-day aspects of life. The symbolism embedded in these cards
offers insight into relationships, work, emotions, and challenges encountered in ordinary experiences.

Symbolism of the Court Cards
The court cards—Page, Knight, Queen, and King—represent people, personalities, or energies
influencing a situation. Their symbolism varies by suit but generally reflects stages of maturity,
authority, and approach to challenges.

Elemental Associations and Symbolic Meanings
The elemental correspondences in the Minor Arcana provide a foundational layer of meaning:

Fire (Wands): Energy, passion, ambition.

Water (Cups): Feelings, intuition, connections.

Air (Swords): Thought, conflict, clarity.

Earth (Pentacles): Stability, material concerns, growth.

Numerology and Symbolic Meaning in Tarot
Numbers play a vital role in the symbolism of the tarot, adding layers of meaning to each card.
Numerology enhances the interpretive possibilities by connecting numbers with universal principles
and cycles.

Numerical Patterns in the Tarot
Each number in the tarot carries symbolic significance:

1 (Ace): New beginnings, potential, unity.

2: Duality, balance, partnership.

3: Creativity, growth, expression.

4: Stability, foundation, structure.

5: Change, challenge, conflict.



6: Harmony, cooperation, healing.

7: Reflection, assessment, spiritual growth.

8: Power, movement, abundance.

9: Completion, fulfillment, wisdom.

These meanings interact with the suit and imagery to form complex symbolic messages.

Application of Numerology in Readings
Understanding numerical symbolism aids readers in discerning the deeper significance of card
combinations and sequences. It also helps in recognizing patterns and themes within a reading that
relate to timing, phases, or spiritual lessons.

Color Symbolism and Imagery in Tarot Cards
Colors in tarot cards are deliberately chosen to enhance the symbolism and emotional resonance of
each image. The palette used by various tarot decks carries specific psychological and cultural
meanings that influence interpretation.

Common Color Meanings
Colors frequently appear in tarot imagery with the following symbolic associations:

Red: Passion, energy, action, vitality.

Blue: Calm, intuition, spirituality, communication.

Yellow: Clarity, intellect, optimism.

Green: Growth, healing, fertility, abundance.

Black: Mystery, the unconscious, protection.

White: Purity, truth, beginnings.

Symbolic Imagery Beyond Color
Beyond color, the images on tarot cards include animals, objects, natural elements, and gestures that
add symbolic depth. Common symbols like the sun, moon, stars, swords, cups, and wands each carry
layered meanings contributing to the overall storytelling of the deck.



Using Symbolism for Deeper Tarot Interpretation
Mastering the symbolism of the tarot enables more insightful and nuanced readings. By recognizing
and integrating the various symbolic layers—archetypes, numerology, elemental correspondences,
and color psychology—readers can unlock the rich wisdom encoded in the cards.

Techniques for Interpreting Symbolism
Effective interpretation involves:

Observing the card’s imagery and noting prominent symbols.1.

Considering the card’s position within the spread and its relationship to other cards.2.

Applying knowledge of archetypes and elemental meanings.3.

Incorporating numerological insights where relevant.4.

Reflecting on the emotional and intuitive response evoked by the card.5.

Symbolism as a Bridge Between the Conscious and
Unconscious
The tarot’s symbolic language serves as a bridge between conscious awareness and the subconscious
mind, facilitating personal insight and spiritual growth. Through symbols, the tarot communicates
complex ideas and feelings that may be difficult to express in ordinary language, making it a powerful
tool for self-reflection and guidance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the general symbolism behind the Major Arcana cards
in tarot?
The Major Arcana cards represent significant life themes and spiritual lessons, often depicting
archetypal figures and stages of personal growth and transformation.

How do the suits in tarot decks symbolize different aspects of
life?
Each suit in tarot corresponds to a different element and area of life: Cups symbolize emotions and
relationships (Water), Pentacles represent material aspects and career (Earth), Swords signify
intellect and conflict (Air), and Wands denote creativity and passion (Fire).



What does the Fool card symbolize in tarot readings?
The Fool symbolizes new beginnings, innocence, spontaneity, and the potential for adventure. It
encourages taking risks and embracing the unknown with an open heart.

How is the Death card interpreted symbolically in tarot?
Despite its ominous name, the Death card symbolizes transformation, endings, and new beginnings. It
represents the clearing away of the old to make way for growth and renewal.

What is the symbolism of the Tower card in tarot?
The Tower represents sudden upheaval, revelation, and the breaking down of false beliefs or
structures. It signifies dramatic change that ultimately leads to enlightenment or liberation.

How do colors used in tarot cards contribute to their
symbolism?
Colors in tarot enhance the cards' meanings: red often symbolizes passion or action, blue represents
calm and intuition, yellow indicates clarity and intellect, and black can denote mystery or the
unknown.

What role do animals play in the symbolism of tarot cards?
Animals in tarot often embody instinctual energies or spiritual guides. For example, the lion
symbolizes courage and strength, the dog loyalty and protection, and the snake transformation and
healing.

How is the symbolism of the Moon card interpreted in tarot?
The Moon card symbolizes intuition, illusions, subconscious fears, and the unknown. It encourages
trusting inner guidance while being cautious of deception or confusion.

What does the Wheel of Fortune card symbolize in tarot
readings?
The Wheel of Fortune represents cycles, fate, and change. It signifies that life is constantly moving,
with ups and downs, and encourages acceptance of change and adaptability.

How do reversed tarot cards affect the symbolism in
readings?
Reversed cards can indicate blocked energy, delays, or the opposite of the card’s upright meaning.
They can suggest internalized issues, resistance to change, or the need for reflection on the card’s
message.



Additional Resources
1. The Tarot: History, Symbolism, and Divination
This comprehensive book explores the rich history and deep symbolism embedded within the tarot
deck. It delves into how the cards have evolved over centuries and their use in divination practices.
Readers gain insight into the archetypal imagery and the cultural influences that shaped the tarot.

2. Secrets of the Tarot: Unlocking the Symbolism
Focusing on the symbolic meanings behind each card, this book guides readers through the intricate
layers of tarot imagery. It explains how symbols relate to universal themes and personal intuition.
Practical exercises help readers connect meaningfully with the cards.

3. The Symbolism of the Tarot
A detailed study dedicated solely to the symbols found in tarot cards, this book breaks down the
significance of colors, numbers, and figures. It offers historical context and metaphysical
interpretations, making it ideal for those wanting to deepen their understanding of tarot symbolism.

4. Tarot and the Archetypal Journey
This title explores the tarot as a map of the human psyche, highlighting Jungian archetypes within the
cards. It discusses how the symbolism reflects personal growth, challenges, and transformation.
Readers are encouraged to view the tarot as a tool for self-discovery.

5. The Mystical Tarot: Symbolism and Meaning
Combining mysticism and symbolism, this book explains how tarot cards serve as portals to spiritual
insight. It covers traditional symbols alongside esoteric meanings, helping readers interpret the cards
in both divinatory and meditative contexts.

6. Tarot Symbols: A Guide to Interpretation
This practical guide focuses on decoding the visual symbolism of tarot decks from different traditions.
It includes comparisons of Rider-Waite, Thoth, and other decks, highlighting how symbols vary yet
maintain core meanings. The book is useful for both beginners and advanced readers.

7. The Language of Tarot Symbols
Presenting tarot as a symbolic language, this book teaches readers how to "read" the cards beyond
surface meanings. It emphasizes the importance of intuition and the interplay of symbols in
storytelling. The author provides exercises to develop symbolic literacy.

8. Tarot Imagery: Symbolism and Spirit
This work examines the artistic and spiritual dimensions of tarot imagery, explaining how symbolism
conveys deeper truths. It discusses the role of myth, religion, and psychology in shaping the cards’
visuals. The book is richly illustrated to enhance understanding.

9. Unlocking Tarot’s Symbolic Secrets
Aimed at both novices and seasoned practitioners, this book reveals hidden meanings behind
common and obscure tarot symbols. It offers practical advice for interpreting complex cards and
integrating symbolism into readings. The author encourages a personal, intuitive approach to
symbolism.
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