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Abstract:
This thesis paper aims to describe how using tarot aspects outside of the tarot context
can spark visual metaphors in illustration. Tarot, while famously known for as a tool of
determining one's fate, is also a source of the many intricacies of the human
experience. The 22 Major Arcana cards' meanings were analyzed, and key phrases
from those cards were used as prompts to illustrate. The intention was that the key
phrases from the tarot cards could help initiate creative thought and ideas for
developing illustrations. The thesis starts with an introduction to common struggles
that illustrators have with coming up with original ideas and how tarot may be a way to
help with those struggles. The thesis then transitions into a brief history of tarot and its
art to give context to the discussion. The next section dives into the creative process
for illustrators, describing how intrinsic and extrinsic motivations create original
content. The thesis paper's main body shifts to personal examples of how using tarot
cards' key phrases can generate original ideas that are a product of intrinsic
motivations. Phrases like "…a sprouting seed and the need to let go" or "confronting
one's inner demons" are general enough that each person could think of an own
personal experience that ties into those phrases, resulting in original ideas and
illustrations. The final section of this thesis gives examples of how this process could
be applied to editorial illustration and describes a successful application of this
process in an editorial class. It concludes by stating that the project successfully
sparked original content and promised to apply it to personal work and editorial work.
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Tarot and Creativity
Creating aesthetically pleasing drawings was something that came naturally to me,
growing up. In short, I could draw well. I always struggled with coming up with original
ideas to inspire my drawings, which became evident once I attended university for
illustration. I was exposed to classmates and working professionals whose artwork was
visually prolific, but more importantly, were able to come up with unique ideas. To
improve my illustrations, not only did I need to work on my drawing ability, I had to find
a way to improve my concepts. It was not until I started working with tarot cards that it
helped me create the original content that I wanted to make.

Analyzing a tarot card is very similar to following an illustration prompt, whether it is for
editorial, comic story, or design prompt. All 78 cards have a story, positive meaning,
negative meaning, and descriptive words for each one. (Louis)1 If you read the meaning
and the descriptive words out of the context of tarot and in the context of a potential
illustration, you have a whole library of potential ideas. I focused on the major arcana
cards since they are the most recognizable tarot cards.

Tarot Description and Origins
Tarot began as medieval playing cards, and today the deck has become a popular tool
to help users navigate their lives. Despite the belief that those who engage with tarot
1
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also believe in occultism and witchcraft, the cards give advice to anyone who seeks
answers. The cards offer insights into the full range of human experience, from joy to
sorrow, from luck to rebirth. A standard tarot deck consists of 78 cards, 22 of those
cards being trump cards called the Major Arcana, and the rest are considered Minor
Arcana cards. The Major Arcana are the most recognizable cards in a Tarot deck and
represent different situations we all face as humans during our lives, such as love,
family, career, health, and spirituality. Each card's primary principle became what I was
most interested in illustrating because of how easily they can create narratives. In
addition to the primary interpretation, each card has a "reverse" or a negative
interpretation. For example - The Fool represents new beginnings, having faith in the
future, or being inexperienced; it can also point to having an unrealistic attitude,
immaturity, or foolish idealism depending on how the card is drawn in the reading.
(Louis)2

How to Use Tarot Cards
Beginners to tarot look at the illustrations of each Tarot card before learning more
about their meanings. They use their intuition to gather all the meaning they can by
observing the art that has historically adorned the cards' back. Despite thousands of
renditions of the card illustrations from different artists over more than a hundred years
- most of them felt very similar to me. They usually stay true to the original
2
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compositions, iconography, and the style of some of the famous decks that came out
from when tarot started gaining popularity. Tarot cards were first used as playing cards
in medieval Europe and were hand-painted. With the invention of new technologies
such as the printing press, the cards' mass production became a possibility, and with
that came designers and illustrators. (Louis)3 In 1909 arguably the most well-known
deck was illustrated by Pamela Colman-Smith that was commissioned by A.E. Waite.

Figure 1. Pamela Colman-Smith and A.E. Waite, Rider-Wait Tarot Deck, 19104
3
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Tarot Used as a Creative Influence
In the 1500s, Italian nobility played a game called tarrochi appropriate where players
drew tarot cards at random, then used them as inspiration to write poems about the
other player's destiny. (Louis 12)5 This type of "random occurrence" inspiration was
common during the Renaissance period and was a documented moment where tarot
was used as creative inspiration.

Another facet of tarot that makes it useful to use as a creative tool is that the order of
the Major Arcana cards represents a story template. The Major Arcana story is as
follows - The Fool is the first card in the Major Arcana, which also makes him the first
character introduced. He is known as carefree and unaware, which makes him fearless
towards the journey before him. Along his journey, he meets other characters, such as
The Magician, the High Priestess, the Empress, and the Emperor. They all represent
different people we view ourselves as people we encounter during our lives, situations
we find ourselves in, and challenges we must overcome. Eventually, his story comes to
an end with the World card, representing the end of his journey. Much like the
well-known Hero's Journey story template, the Fool's Journey is in film throughout
popular culture, such as the Wizard of Oz. Like the Fool, Dorthy is trusting and believes
the guidance from the Good Witch to follow a path that leads her on a journey. During

5
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it, she encounters obstacles and challenges and meets other characters, similar to the
Fool faces' experience.

For my thesis, I wanted to use the key phrases and ideas from specific tarot cards and
create original pieces while not focusing on the traditional tarot imagery. I treated the
key phrases as editorial prompts, and I found much success using these phrases to
spark initial ideas. I found that using tarot helped with creating original visual
metaphors.

Creativity
As a young artist, I would often wait till I was "struck with an idea" before I would be
able to create anything. As a working professional, having the luxury of waiting till good
ideas come is one that I see less and less often. As with most qualities that artists
have, creativity can be practiced and understanding it was my first step to learning
how to get better at it.

In my second year as a Grad student in my print-making class, the professor had us
listen to a podcast about creativity. It discussed what creativity is and the two different
types most artists encounter as they make art. The podcast introduced the two
different types of motivations that tend to yield either high or low creative solutions.
There is intrinsic motivation, doing something for its own sake. In Gordon Torr's book

5

Managing Creative People, the more links to the artist's intrinsic motivation, the more
creative and original the work will be. Illustrators may be more familiar with the second
type, Extrinsic motivation. (Torr)6 An example of this would be commissioned work. In
my own experiences as an art student, this was the type of motivation I was most
familiar with. I relied heavily on the motivation to create work for assignments and very
rarely created work meaningful for myself - not because I did not want to, but because
deciding what to draw is sometimes harder than drawing the thing itself.

Common solutions that I see and have done myself to the ever-present question "What
should I draw" are portraits of famous people, drawing a state of mind (it is usually
depression or anxiety), designing a creature from mythology, or maybe copying a
photograph. All of these are valid creative solutions to creating illustrations; however, I
wanted to find a way to come up with ideas that felt more original in my personal
experience.

Tarot out of Context
The body of work I created was exploring my process in generating original prompts I
had given myself by using Tarot cards. Just as famous portraits are a popular topic to
illustrate, I would consider redesigning tarot cards relatively high on the illustration
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trope list. To use Tarot cards as a prompt for an illustration, I had to take the meaning
out of context, which I found to be relatively easy to do.

My first step in my ideation process was easy enough as it was just picking a card.
Sometimes I would pick one at random, and sometimes I would flip through my Tarot
manual and quickly read over the card descriptions till I found one that had a phrase
that caught my attention in the moment. While I limited myself to the cards within the
Major Arcana, if I continue the practice, I could open myself to the option of all 78
cards. Once a card was chosen, I decided not to look at the card's illustration and
absorb the description and keywords that accompanied the card.
For example - when looking at the card "Death" in my manual, a few descriptions can
be seen accompanying it, something that most texts and websites do that teaches
cards. The description is listed as follows -

"Myths/Archetypes: Osiris. Dionysus. The Angel of Death. The phoenix myth.
Transfiguration. Easter. Resurrection.
Positive Keywords: Transition, transformation, a sprouting seed, major change,
endings, renewal, a necessary change, propagation, new growth, the closing of a
chapter, shutting a door, entering a new stage of existence, liberation, release,
metamorphosis, transfiguration, moving on, the need to let go, an inevitable ending,
the natural cycle of life and death, the courage to face the unknown.

7

Negative Keywords: Refusal to let go, stagnation, decay, procrastination, failing to
sprout, clinging unproductively to the past, resisting necessary change, fear of the
unknown." (Louis)

These descriptive words summarize the meaning of the Death card. However, I also
noticed that they are descriptive enough in a familiar way. They reminded me of how
particular art directors working in the editorial field give prompts to their illustrators. In
my senior year in my undergraduate studies, a professor introduced me to SooJin
Buzelli's art direction style, the creative director of PLANSPONSOR. He showed me
that instead of sending her illustrators an article in which their illustration would
accompany, she would summarize the article with brief phrases. She found that this
would help her illustrators think outside of the box and come up with better visual
metaphors in their images. When explaining this concept to people, I ask them if they
would prefer to illustrate an article about a large corporation buying out a small
business or something large, consuming something small. This would essentially mean
the same thing in the article's context but would inspire a much more interesting
image.

8

Figure 2. What Sponsors Need to Know. Illustration by Tianhua Mao. Art Director:
SooJin Buzelli7
My process was essentially the same, but I used the Tarot keywords as if they were a
prompt given to me by an art director. When I read Death descriptors, I instantly
connected with the phrases, "...a sprouting seed and the need to let go". I then used
those phrases as a jumping-off point to consider personal experiences I had that were
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relevant to these phrases. This would, in turn, work as a visual metaphor for the Death
card.

Once I had my phrase, "...a sprouting seed and the need to let go", down on paper, I
then treated my brainstorming process like any other editorial illustration I had been
taught to approach. After reading the phrases, I considered moments in my life that I
had experienced that embodied those feelings. In particular, one had come to mind,
which was the experience I had come to terms with my natural hair. This is an
experience that many people with curly hair can relate to — especially women of color.
For fifteen years, I hated my curly hair. A few years ago, the solution for most people
was to get it chemically straightened because of the beauty standards a few years ago,
which I did. It was incredibly damaging to my natural hair, but it resolved my issue of
having hair that would not corporate in ways I wanted it to. Inevitably, after a few years
of this routine, I had to stop straightening my hair because it was too damaged to
continue. When people with curly hair do this, they must do what is referred to
colloquially as "the big chop." This means cutting off all of the chemically treated hair
so that new, healthy hair can grow. However, this also means that almost all of the
person's hair is cut off and leaves only the natural hair that caused these deeply
complex feelings in the first place. Eventually, most people, and including myself, allow
their new hair to grow and find a way to accept it.
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Figure 3. Death, Tarot Out of Context, Syracuse University, 2020
This connection between my personal story and the phrase allowed me to illustrate a
woman cutting off her straight hair to reveal curly hair. Within the image, I have
budding flowers sprouting in the freshly cut hair to symbolize the new growth that can
only occur after something is let go.
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With the discovery of using Tarot cards' keywords, I believe I found a way to equip
myself with an arsenal of hundreds of prompts to use at my disposal. Using key words
can also be a useful technique for overcoming creative blocks.

Breaking down a larger concept into a short phrase forces the artist to communicate a
very specific idea. Illustrating the concept of death can be vague and can lend itself to
ambiguous visual solutions. However, illustrating "...a sprouting seed" may yield results
that communicate the phrase better.

In grad school, I started cultivating a friendship with what illustration is at its core communication. During my time at school, I have understood that a successfully
created illustration can get a concept across clearly. It can manipulate the viewer's
mood, help them better understand a concept, or tell a compelling story. Throughout
my education, clarity in my communication skills was something I struggled with in my
illustrations. I found myself constantly creating work that tended to be vague in
meaning. One could compare my illustrations to drinking a LaCroix. Like my art, the
flavor essence was there, kind of, but it was mostly enjoyed for the bubbles and the fun
colors on the packaging.
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Figure 4. LaCroix Sparkling Water8
Despite my self-criticism on my tendency to create vague images, I believe there is
validity in creating work in this manner. I call images like this "visual poetry." Visually
poetic images that are surreal, abstract, or vague in meaning can be left open to
interpretation. With every piece I make, my goal is to create a piece that gives off a
similar feeling as reading a poem. Just like poetry, illustration uses metaphors and
symbolism to convey meaning. My ideal illustration is one that can be interpreted in
many different ways and also has layers of meaning, the longer a viewer looks. By
working this way, I can illustrate complex feelings and emotions. I can capture the
moments we all experience that are overlooked, misunderstood, or willfully forgotten.
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Figure 5. Dark Thoughts, Tarot Out of Context, Syracuse University, 2020
While I developed my sketches for the body of work for my thesis, I challenged myself
to communicate the keywords as best as possible while still wanting to create visual
poetry. One example of visual poetry in the body of work is the piece Dark Thoughts,
based on the Devil card. The keywords I chose for the devil illustration were
"confronting one's inner demons, twisted thinking, and loosening the ties that bind,"
are communicated in the piece in a few ways. The overall tone I intended to convey
with the piece was a feeling of unease, which I feel I achieved by the use of light body
horror. To emphasize the concept of "bad thoughts," I drew plants bursting out of and

14

twisting around the woman's head. I also included vines wrapping around her neck to
show how thoughts can take control of the person who is having them, which is also a
nod to the chains found on the necks of the people on the original card illustrations.
Because of how widely the devil's symbolism is known, I chose to use a red color to
communicate that, along with adding red horns of foliage to mimic a classic devil's
silhouette. By using these layers of visual metaphors, I was able to conceive by using
the Tarot phrases; I was able to improve my communication skills in my work.

Using tarot cards as inspiration, I had more time to focus on refining my illustrations'
visual style and language. For this body of work, I chose to work digitally on my iPad
within the ProCreate program. Before I started working on the illustrations, I created a
mood board for the project to develop an overall tone. The concept of duality is one
that I connected with and wanted to incorporate in each piece, whether that was done
in an obvious or subtle way. To find inspiration for the project's subject matter, I look
back to my childhood, not unlike most artists. I was born and raised in Parkland,
Florida, which is less than a ten-minute drive from the Everglades and a twenty to
twenty-five-minute drive away from the coast. I was always surrounded
by dense — and at times, terrifyingly lively — ecosystems, which fascinated me as a
kid and has stuck with me as an adult. In my pieces, like in the aforementioned Dark
thoughts piece, I use foliage as symbolism to convey emotions.
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To connect all the illustrations so they felt like a cohesive unit, I refined my artistic style
while working on the body of work. I attempted to create my illustrations to appear as
they belong from a still in the traditionally animated Disney or Ghibli movie I grew up
watching as a kid. Along with the heavy influence on 2-D animation, I looked towards
other visual culture elements that I could draw inspiration from, such as the natural
world, high fashion photography, streetwear, retro posters and objects, overgrown
buildings, cinematographers, and production design. By grouping these things, I
started to find commonality between them: they usually have duality elements, strong
color palettes, and central composition. Understanding why I liked these images
helped inform me of what to include in the body of work.

Tarot as a Tool in the Classroom
Midway through working on my thesis, I wanted to conduct an informal experiment to
see if other illustrators may benefit from using tarot as a tool for creativity. I taught a
group of junior, senior, and graduate students for my Editorial class during the
semester I worked on my thesis's conceptualization. In the class, I guided my students
in experimenting with a variety of critical thinking techniques to push their visual
communication skills, develop their unique voice in context with the editorial
industry, and gain insight into a professional illustration career's demands. Throughout
the class, I preferred giving the students open assignments where I encouraged them
to illustrate the things they cared about. From personal experience, I tended to prefer
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assignments that offered guidance and direction but did not dictate what each element
in the piece would be. For example, I knew being able to achieve likenesses is an
essential skill as an editorial illustrator and that having a portrait in their portfolio would
be beneficial. I chose an article that listed all the artists nominated for a Grammy and
instructed my students to choose a person from the long list. By doing this, I felt the
students could select someone they had an artistic connection to. Their freedom to
choose would help further develop their voice instead of having them illustrate the
same person - the downsides to this being that some of their interests and styles may
not have aligned with the individual they were illustrating.

Maintaining this open assignment teaching style proved to be difficult for me at times.
Giving the students assignments without enough direction left some unsure of the type
of work they wanted to create. I seemed to hit Editorial 101 gold when I created an
in-class assignment that followed the process outlined in my thesis. I decided to give
the students a selection of fake articles that I created using tarot cards, similar to how I
worked on my Thesis illustrations. After choosing three cards, I selected a grouping of
phrases and finally gave each group a title that seemed relevant, such as "Facing
Adversity." I then drafted an email with the tarot keywords and titles as follows-

“Hello ______,
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Dani here. Hope this finds you well. Are you available to illustrate for me? I'd
need the final color spot artwork by Thursday by 6 pm. Size is 6" wide x 6" high.
Fee is $400. Sketches by around 4 pm. Unfortunately, all three stories are still
being written but pick one from the list below. Here's all the text I have:
Article 1 - Facing Adversity
Willingness to take on a heavy load, a sense of responsibility, strength in
opposition, resilience, self-determination, taking the initiative, Herculean effort,
obstacles
Article 2 - Why Do We Feel Nostalgia?
In the past, happy memories, nostalgia, longing, reminiscing about the good old
days, warm and fuzzy, clinging to the past, not letting go
Article 3 - Epidemic Among Young Adults
Stormy weather for the emotions, social isolation, loneliness, blocked progress,
broken promises

Please let me know if you're interested and can do this.
Dani"

Not only did this expose the students to how editorial art directors commission work,
but I found a way to give out assignments that yielded robust conceptual solutions by
using tarot. The in-class assignment results are significant because it showed me that
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the students could create similar prompts after my class and continue making
conceptual work without specifically analyzing and illustrating articles.

A Tarot reading is not complete if no intention or question is being asked with the
card's expectation to offer insight. The cards help whoever uses them
find an answer that they might have been struggling to come up with on their own.
Just like practicing Tarot reading, asking questions has been a fundamental part of my
creative growth. Without them, tarot is just a deck of aesthetically pleasing
cards; in art, I find that I may find myself in the dreaded state of stagnancy. As a
creative individual, I question every step of my artistic process, and I wonder what
would happen if I could improve upon what I already know or how I could do
something different. By questioning my ability to create stories, I realized there might
be a better way to help conceptualize ideas. I believe that using Tarot cards out of
context can help strengthen an illustrator's conceptual thinking and strengthen his, her,
or their work. My illustrations were a way to make something deeply personal to be
seen as examples of my conceptual thinking skills to prepare my portfolio as a
professional illustrator. I believe I achieved this by drawing inspiration from tarot out of
context.
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