Tarot Expert by Accident

Roberta Lee shakes her head in wonderment when she describes the unexpected success of her book, The Language of Tarot. 

“I never even intended to write a book about Tarot,” she says. “The book evolved into what it is, and it all began with some scribbled notes to myself.”

Those notes-to-self were written forty years ago, which is when the author’s interest in her subject began.

“I had an aunt who read Tarot as a hobby,” Lee says. “She didn’t take it very seriously.  But like a lot of young people during the ‘60’s and ‘70’s, I was curious about all things spiritual. I was looking for answers to the same questions we all ask at that point in our lives, when we are seeking a sense of self-identity and rather desperately wanting to define ourselves. My aunt’s interest was casual, but I saw the Oracle of the Tarot as something with the potential to be a great deal deeper.”

Her interest may have been sparked by all the usual questions of teenagers, but it grew into something much more profound.

“I decided to ignore the cynicism our culture applies to all things metaphysical, open my mind and see where the path of openness would lead me. I had no idea it would lead to a large and comprehensive guide to reading the cards, but that’s what happened. It took forty years for me to reach that point on my path, however,” she adds with a laugh. “So please don’t think I’m an overnight success!”

Those early, scrawled notes to herself led first to a more elaborate Tarot journal.

“Basically, I simply jotted down anything I felt was note-worthy. Intuitive nuances I felt when I did a reading, observations about the Seekers who came to me, and—probably most importantly—follow-ups to readings. Going back after time had passed and finding out how things worked out for a Seeker is a key element in understanding the language of the Tarot. And the better you understand that language—the interface between the Oracle and a Reader--the better your readings will be.”

The idea of an interface is intriguing, but when asked with what or whom the Tarot communicates, Lee laughs lightly and dismisses the question wit h a polite but firm wave of her hand.

“Who knows?” she asks.  “Seriously, who in this world has a clue about that? The way spiritual stuff functions is that you either see value in it, or you don’t. Either you believe, or you don’t. Wanting rock-solid proof is simply the path to frustration and, of course, cynicism. That’s why it’s called, ‘having faith,’ rather than, ‘having proof.’”

Asked if her faith is in the Tarot cards themselves or some exterior entity that speaks through them, the writer nods solemnly before responding.

“That’s it, isn’t it? That’s the real question, the only significant question, the one we all long to, finally, answer.”

When it is noted that her reply is far from an answer to that all-important question, Lee laughs yet again.

“I don’t mean to sound dismissive, but that is a question we all must answer for ourselves, to ourselves, each of us in our own way. My little notes to myself became an entire, big book about the Oracle, but it is in no way my attempt to answer that question. To be honest, that question occurs to only a small percentage of the Seekers most Readers will interact with in their lives. The vast majority of the people who seek out the Oracle of Tarot come armed with much simpler questions.”

Such as?

“Well, ‘Is he or she the right one for me?’ is a perennial favorite, although I believe it is eclipsed by, ‘Will he or she return?’ I’d say that over half of the Seekers who have requested readings from me have had that question or some version of it at the core of their quest.”

And can the Oracle of Tarot answer that question?

“Yes and no,” Lee replies. “The Tarot is not designed to answer yes/no questions, and asking questions framed in that manner will not result in a really great reading. I go over this at length in The Language of Tarot, but the gist of it is that you will be better served by asking questions that do not limit the oracle’s response to a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Asking, instead, two questions which speak to your potential state of mind and how it will affect your life will work much better. So the question is better worded, ‘How should I best view the departure of this person from my life, and what response to it will best serve my interests while not harming others?’”

When told that this is a very different sort of question than, “Will he return?” and that it requires a much more philosophical, less emotional state of mind to ask, the writer nods vigorously in the affirmative.

“That’s it exactly,” she says. “That more philosophical frame of mind—one nearly wrung free of emotion—is the correct way to approach the Oracle. Not that Tarot doesn’t understand and respect human emotion. Far from it, many of the cards are drenched in anger, despair, regret, mourning or pain. And others are infused with joy, hope, energy, love and a positive passion for life. And yet the Oracle wants us always to take the higher perspective and see our lives as complex patterns over which we have, frankly, only partial control. Exterior forces impact our day-to-day world as well as out future at every turn. Seemingly secure relationships spiral into chaos. Accidents do indeed happen. Illness can strike seemingly healthy people. Jobs are lost, loved ones die, and technology . . . well, what can I say? Technology has a thousand ways in which it can break our hearts. All of those things, which on the surface appear to be losses, can, upon deeper reflection, show themselves as the fire in which our strength is forged.”

And the Tarot can tell us that?

“Yes,” Lee says, and her voice is firm. “You bet it can! That’s why I took my random little notes-to-self and turned them into a four hundred and fifty page book. I did it because I wanted to share not my vision or my thoughts, but the Oracle’s vision, the Oracle’s thoughts. Because it has given so much to me, for so many decades, I wanted to pass that hope and abiding faith along to others. The book, the podcast that is based on it, this interview, all of it, it’s about faith, and hope.”

When it’s pointed out that many seek such virtues in religion, not a deck of cards, Lee once again nods knowingly.

“To each, her own path,” she says. “Those disinclined to accept the wisdom of the Oracle will, hopefully, seek elsewhere. My only hope is that all will, in fact, seek. And if my book can be of assistance to a few, then I’m delighted to have helped them access the hope the Oracle is so well-designed to provide.”

