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D A R E N R E A D S

The Hidden Architecture
of the Tarot

A Beginner's Guide to the System Behind the Cards

Stop memorising seventy-eight separate cards. Learn the simple system

underneath them, the elements, the numbers, the people, and the great

turning points, and read any card from the inside out.

D A R E N R E A D S

@ d a r e n r e a d s  ·  d a r e n r e a d s . c o m
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Why the Cards Mean What They Mean

Most people learn tarot by memorising a meaning for every card. This guide teaches you the simple

system underneath, so you can understand any card instead of memorising it.

When most people start with tarot, they do it the hard way. They try to memorise a separate meaning for all seventy-

eight cards. The Five of Cups is loss. The Sun is joy. The Tower is disaster. It works for a while. But it leaves you

stuck the moment a card feels unclear, because you have learned what each card means without ever learning why.

Here is the good news. The most popular deck in the world, the Rider-Waite-Smith deck, the one with the bright

storybook pictures, was not put together at random. The people who made it hid a whole system inside it. Every card

is quietly connected to a handful of simple ingredients: an element, a number, a kind of person, and a place in a

larger story. Once you can see those ingredients, you do not have seventy-eight things to memorise. You have one

system, seen from seventy-eight angles.

That is what this guide gives you. We will go slowly, one small idea at a time, and by the end you will be able to

look at any card and work out its meaning yourself.

O N E  H O N E S T N O T E  B E F O R E  W E  B E G I N

You may have heard that tarot is ancient Egyptian wisdom. It is not. That story was invented in the 1780s. The cards

actually began as a card game in Italy in the 1400s, and the deeper system in this guide was built much later, in the

1800s, by drawing on older traditions. None of that makes it less useful or less beautiful. It just means we learn it with

clear eyes.
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C O N T E N T S

What You Will Learn

Introduction  ·  Why the cards mean what they mean

The Big Picture  ·  the four building blocks

1.  The Four Suits and Elements S TA RT  H E R E

2.  The Ten Numbers T H E  S TA G E S

3.  The Forty Numbered Cards P U T  T O G E T H E R

4.  The Court Cards T H E  P E O P L E

5.  The Major Arcana T H E  B I G  C A R D S

6.  A Touch of Astrology O P T I O N A L  D E P T H

How to Read Any Card  ·  the method

Make It Your Own  ·  the afterword
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T H E  B I G  P I C T U R E

The Four Building Blocks

Before the details, here is the whole idea in one breath.

Every tarot card is built from a small set of ingredients. Learn these, and how they combine, and the whole deck

opens up.

An element. Fire, Water, Air, or Earth. This comes from the card's suit.

A number or a role. This tells you what stage the card is at, or what kind of person it is.

A place in a bigger story. For the twenty-two "big" cards, a major life theme or turning point.

A quiet layer of astrology. A star sign or planet resting on each card, for when you want to go deeper.

We will take them one at a time, in the order that makes them easiest to learn. Nothing here is hard. It is just a little

structure, built up gently.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

The Four Suits and Elements

Ever wondered why there are four suits? Each one stands for a part of life, and an element.

The deck splits into four suits, and each suit carries one element and one broad area of life. This is the first and most

useful thing to learn, because it colours every card in that suit.

Suit Element What it is about

Wands Fire energy, drive, passion, willpower, action

Cups Water emotion, love, relationships, intuition

Swords Air thoughts, words, conflict, the mind

Pentacles Earth money, work, the body, the material world

Whenever you see a card, the suit tells you which of these four areas of life it speaks to. A Cups card is about

feelings. A Pentacles card is about the practical, material world. That alone gets you a long way.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

The Ten Numbers

Each numbered card runs from Ace to Ten. The number tells you the stage of the story.

Think of the numbers Ace through Ten as a little journey, from a fresh beginning to a full ending. Every suit takes

this same journey in its own element. Learn what each number means as a stage, and you are halfway to reading all

forty numbered cards.

Number The stage The feeling

Ace the pure seed a fresh start, raw potential

Two the first move a choice, a pairing, getting going

Three taking shape growth, coming together

Four settling stability, a solid base, sometimes stuck

Five trouble conflict, tension, a wobble, loss

Six balance restored harmony, things going well again

Seven the test effort, holding on, assessing

Eight movement speed, activity, momentum

Nine almost there intense, nearly complete

Ten complete the full amount, an ending, sometimes too much

T H E  O N E  T H I N G  TO  R E M E M B E R

Every suit runs this same journey. So every Ace is a clean, fresh beginning, and every Ten is that energy taken all the

way to the end. That is why Aces feel like new potential, and Tens feel like something completed, or sometimes like too

much. You are not memorising that. You are reading it off the pattern.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

The Forty Numbered Cards

Now we combine the two. The suit gives the element. The number gives the stage. Put them together and

the meaning appears.

Wands  ·  Fire, energy and drive

Card Meaning Why

Ace a spark of inspiration, a new venture Fire at its purest seed

Two planning, first step, personal power Fire's first move, the world in hand

Three plans in motion, waiting for them to arrive Fire taking shape, looking outward

Four celebration, a milestone, homecoming Fire settled into a happy structure

Five conflict, competition, scrappy clashes Fire in trouble, energies colliding

Six victory, recognition, public success Fire at its balanced best, the win

Seven defending your ground, standing firm Fire tested, holding off challengers

Eight speed, news, things accelerating Fire in motion, the fastest of the suit

Nine resilience, worn but still standing Fire near the end, the last stand

Ten burden, overload, carrying too much Fire taken too far, the weight of it
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Cups  ·  Water, feelings and love

Card Meaning Why

Ace new love, an open heart, an emotional start Water at its purest seed

Two attraction, partnership, a close bond Water's first move, two hearts pairing

Three celebration with friends, shared joy Water taking shape, happiness together

Four boredom, apathy, ignoring what is offered Water settled too long, going flat

Five grief, loss, regret, but not total Water in trouble, yet two cups still stand

Six nostalgia, sweet memories, the past Water in harmony, looking fondly back

Seven daydreams, too many choices, illusion Water tested, fantasy scattering focus

Eight walking away, seeking something deeper Water in motion, leaving for meaning

Nine the wish card, contentment, satisfaction Water nearly complete, emotional fullness

Ten complete happiness, family, harmony Water fully arrived, the joyful ending

Swords  ·  Air, thoughts and conflict

Card Meaning Why

Ace breakthrough, clarity, a sharp truth Air at its purest seed, the clear edge

Two a standoff, a hard choice, avoidance Air's first move, blindfolded and weighing

Three heartbreak, painful truth, sorrow Air taking shape, the mind pierced

Four rest, recovery, a needed pause Air settled, the mind at rest

Five hollow victory, conflict, winning at a cost Air in trouble, a fight nobody really wins

Six moving on, transition, leaving trouble Air in harmony, passage to calmer water

Seven stealth, strategy, getting away with it Air tested, cunning and working around

Eight feeling trapped, stuck in your own head Air bound, a prison of the mind

Nine anxiety, dread, sleepless worry Air near the end, the mind's torment

Ten rock bottom, a painful but clear ending Air at its extreme, defeat, then dawn

Swords are the mind, and the mind can cut. Many Swords cards are tough. That is normal, not a sign you drew "badly".
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Pentacles  ·  Earth, money and the material world

Card Meaning Why

Ace a new opportunity, a seed of security Earth at its purest seed

Two juggling, adapting, balancing demands Earth's first move, keeping two in the air

Three skilled work, teamwork, building Earth taking shape, real collaboration

Four holding tight, saving, control Earth settled, gripping what you have

Five hardship, lack, left out in the cold Earth in trouble, material want

Six generosity, give and take, fair exchange Earth in harmony, balanced flow

Seven patience, waiting for slow growth Earth tested, results not yet in

Eight diligent work, learning the craft Earth in motion, the devoted apprentice

Nine earned comfort, independence Earth near complete, self-sufficient

Ten lasting wealth, legacy, family security Earth fully manifested, wealth complete
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

The Court Cards

The Pages, Knights, Queens, and Kings trip up almost everyone. Here is the simple trick.

Each court card is really one element inside another. The rank gives one element, the suit gives the other, and

together they make a kind of person.

The ranks carry these elements:

Pages are like Earth: grounded beginners, students, messengers.

Knights are like Air: busy, moving, taking things somewhere.

Queens are like Water: caring, feeling, inwardly wise.

Kings are like Fire: in charge, confident, commanding.

Court card Character Why

Page of Wands an eager, curious spark, exciting news Earth of Fire

Knight of Wands bold, adventurous, charging ahead Air of Fire

Queen of Wands warm, magnetic, radiant confidence Water of Fire

King of Wands a bold leader, visionary, entrepreneur Fire of Fire

Page of Cups tender, imaginative, a sweet message Earth of Water

Knight of Cups the romantic, the dreamer, the proposal Air of Water

Queen of Cups deeply caring, the most intuitive card Water of Water

King of Cups calm mastery of feeling, wise counsel Fire of Water

Page of Swords watchful, curious, a restless mind Earth of Air

Knight of Swords fast, blunt, charging in, headlong Air of Air

Queen of Swords clear-eyed, honest, unsentimental Water of Air

King of Swords authority of the mind, logic, truth Fire of Air

Page of Pentacles the student, groundwork, steady study Earth of Earth

Knight of Pentacles patient, reliable, the steady grind Air of Earth

Queen of Pentacles nurturing, practical, resourceful Water of Earth

King of Pentacles the wealth-builder, provider, worldly success Fire of Earth
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Major Arcana

The twenty-two "big" cards, the Fool, the Lovers, Death, the World, are the great themes and turning

points of a life.

If the numbered cards are stages and the court cards are people, the Major Arcana are the big forces that move a

whole life along. When one appears in a reading, it usually points to something important, a real theme rather than a

passing detail. There are only twenty-two, and each has a strong, memorable picture, so these are worth learning one

by one.

A lovely way to hold them together is the "Fool's Journey". The Fool is card zero, an innocent about to step into the

world. The cards that follow, in order, tell the story of a whole life: meeting figures of power, falling in love, facing

trials, breaking down, healing, and finally arriving whole. Read in order, the twenty-two are one story of growing up

and waking up.

The first steps  ·  setting out

Card Meaning Why

0  The Fool a fresh start, a leap of faith, innocence, trust the journey begins, pure open potential

1  The Magician willpower, skill, focus, you have all the tools the will to make things happen, spirit into action

2  The High Priestess intuition, mystery, inner knowing, the unseen the quiet inner voice, secrets not yet spoken

3  The Empress abundance, nurture, creativity, the mother life flourishing, warmth and growth

4  The Emperor structure, authority, control, the father order and stability, the framework built

5  The Hierophant tradition, teaching, belief, belonging the established way, the teacher and the institution
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The heart and the will  ·  growing up

Card Meaning Why

6  The Lovers love, a meaningful choice, values, union the heart chooses, two become aligned

7  The Chariot drive, willpower, victory through effort pushing forward, control through determination

8  Strength inner strength, patience, gentle courage the lion tamed by softness, not force

9  The Hermit soul-searching, solitude, inner guidance stepping back, the lantern that lights the way in

10  Wheel of Fortune change, cycles, luck, fate turning the wheel always turns, fortune rises and falls

11  Justice fairness, truth, consequences, balance the scales, you reap what you sow

The turning point  ·  trial and change

Card Meaning Why

12  The Hanged Man a pause, surrender, seeing it a new way hanging still, the world viewed upside-down

13  Death endings, transformation, release, rebirth rarely literal, one door closes so another opens

14  Temperance balance, moderation, patience, blending the middle way, mixing to find harmony

15  The Devil bondage, addiction, materialism, a trap the chains you choose, and could shake off

16  The Tower sudden collapse, upheaval, shock, revelation the lightning bolt, false structures blasted down

The way home  ·  healing and arrival

Card Meaning Why

17  The Star hope, healing, renewal, faith, calm the gentle light after the Tower's storm

18  The Moon illusion, fear, confusion, dreams the murky dark, not all is as it seems

19  The Sun joy, success, warmth, clarity, vitality the clearest good card, light and life revealed

20  Judgement a reckoning, an awakening, a calling, rebirth the trumpet sounds, rising to answer a call

21  The World completion, wholeness, achievement, arrival the journey fully closed, then it begins again
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R E A D I N G  T H E  M A J O R S  TO G E T H E R

When several Major Arcana turn up in one reading, the moment is a big one. It is less about small day-to-day details and

more about the large shape of a life, the chapter someone is really in. When mostly numbered cards appear, the matter is

more everyday and practical.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

A Touch of Astrology

This is an optional layer. You can read beautifully without it. But it adds richness once you are

comfortable.

Quietly, each card also carries a piece of astrology, a planet or a star sign. You do not need it to read well, and you

should feel free to skip this chapter entirely for now. Its real use is explaining the mood of a card, and, if you ever

study star charts too, connecting the cards to a person's chart.

Each element lines up with three star signs:

Wands, Fire: Aries, Leo, Sagittarius

Cups, Water: Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces

Swords, Air: Libra, Aquarius, Gemini

Pentacles, Earth: Capricorn, Taurus, Virgo

And the twenty-two big cards each carry a planet or sign too. Here is the map, for when you are curious. Treat it as a

memory hook, not homework.

Card Astrology Card Astrology

The Fool Air Justice Libra

The Magician Mercury The Hanged Man Water

The High Priestess the Moon Death Scorpio

The Empress Venus Temperance Sagittarius

The Emperor Aries The Devil Capricorn

The Hierophant Taurus The Tower Mars

The Lovers Gemini The Star Aquarius

The Chariot Cancer The Moon Pisces

Strength Leo The Sun the Sun

The Hermit Virgo Judgement Fire

Wheel of Fortune Jupiter The World Saturn
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W H Y I T I S  H A N D Y

The planet and sign explain the feeling of a card. The Nine of Swords, the anxiety card, is Mars in Gemini, restless

nervous energy in a busy mind. It fits perfectly. The Tower is Mars, the planet of sudden force, which is the lightning

strike in the picture. When a card puzzles you, its astrology often explains the mood the image is reaching for.
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T H E  M E T H O D

How to Read Any Card

Here is the whole thing in one place. Ask a few simple questions, and let the answers combine.

1. What suit is it? That gives the element: Fire, Water, Air, or Earth.

2. What number is it? That gives the stage: fresh start, trouble, completion, and so on.

3. Is it a court card? Then read it as one element inside another, a kind of person.

4. Is it a Major? Then it is a big life theme or turning point.

5. Blend the ingredients into one clear picture.

E X A M P L E  ·  T H E  F I V E  O F  C U P S

Cups means emotions. Five means trouble. So: emotional trouble, in other words grief and loss. And the picture

completes it. Three cups are spilled, but two still stand behind the figure. Loss, yes, but not everything is gone. Every

ingredient points to the same meaning.

E X A M P L E  ·  T H E  TO W E R

Its planet is Mars, the planet of sudden force. So the Tower is a sudden, forceful break, the moment something built on a

shaky foundation comes down, so that something truer can be built. The astrology is the lightning bolt in the picture.
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A F T E R W O R D

Make It Your Own

The system is the foundation, not the ceiling. The real magic starts once you have learned it.

Everything in this guide is the classic system that readers have passed down for over a century. It is worth learning

properly, because you cannot put your own spin on something you do not yet understand. But the reader who stops at

the tradition only ever reads like everyone else who learned it.

So once the basics are yours, go further. Notice how cards next to each other change one another. Connect these four

elements to other things you know, a star chart, another tradition, a person's story. Start feeling the meanings instead

of reciting them, and then read with your own voice, your own honesty, your own sense of hope.

That is how a reading becomes yours, and not just a repeated definition. The cards have handed every reader the

same structure for a hundred years. What you build on top of it is yours alone.

·  ·  ·

@darenreads · darenreads.com

A note of honesty, kept to the end. This system is rich and rewarding, but it was pieced together in the 1800s from older traditions, not handed down

from the ancient world. The tarot began as a game. Read it for the real depth it offers, enjoy the beauty of it, and hold the old myths lightly. Seeing

clearly is its own kind of magic.

D A R E N R E A D S

@darenreads · darenreads.com


