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DISCOVERING THE PATH TO TAROT MASTERY WITH
JOAN BUNNING'S APPROACH

For anyone who has ever felt drawn to the mysterious imagery of
the tarot,  the journey from curious beginner to confident reader
can feel both exciting and overwhelming. The cards hold layers of
symbolism, archetypal stories, and intuitive prompts that seem to
require years of study to unlock. Yet, among the many teachers
and  systems  available,  one  name  stands  out  for  its  clarity,
accessibility,  and deeply practical  methodology:  Joan Bunning.
Her seminal work, Learning the Tarot, has become a trusted
companion  for  thousands  of  students  worldwide.  This  article
explores the unique philosophy behind Bunning's method, breaks
down how her system works,  and explains why her approach
remains  one  of  the  most  effective  ways  to  build  a  lasting,
meaningful tarot practice. Whether you are holding a deck for the
first  time  or  looking  to  refresh  your  foundations,  understanding
the principles of Learning the Tarot Joan Bunning style can
transform how you see and use these ancient cards.

WHO IS JOAN BUNNING AND WHY DOES HER METHOD
MATTER?

Joan Bunning is not a fortune teller or a mystical guru. Instead,
she is a writer, educator, and lifelong student of the tarot who
brings a refreshingly grounded perspective to the subject. Her
book,  Learning  the  Tarot,  first  published  in  the  late  1990s,
grew out of her own experience of trying to learn the cards from
existing manuals that were either too cryptic or too rigid. She
realized  that  most  learners  needed  a  flexible,  psychologically
oriented framework that honored both the traditional meanings of
the cards and the reader's own intuition. Bunning's background in
writing  and  teaching  shines  through  every  page.  She  avoids
dogmatic  rules  and  instead  emphasizes  exploration,  pattern
recognition,  and  personal  connection.  Her  method  is  often
described as a blend of structured study and creative freedom,
making  it  ideal  for  modern  readers  who  want  to  develop  a
genuine skill rather than memorize a script.
What truly sets her work apart is the emphasis on learning the
tarot as a language. Bunning argues that each card is like a
word with multiple shades of meaning, and the spread is like a
sentence  or  paragraph.  To  read  fluently,  you  must  understand
vocabulary,  grammar,  and  context.  This  analogy  makes  the
entire process less intimidating and more systematic. For anyone
searching for guidance on Learning the Tarot Joan Bunning is
often  recommended  as  the  first  and  most  comprehensive
resource  to  build  a  solid  foundation.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE PRINCIPLES OF JOAN
BUNNING'S SYSTEM

The Two Foundations:

Structure and Intuition
One of the most powerful ideas in Bunning's teaching is that tarot
proficiency rests on two equal pillars: intellectual knowledge and
intuitive sensitivity.  She does not ask you to choose between
studying meanings and trusting your gut. Instead, she shows you
how they work together. The intellectual side involves learning
the  traditional  associations  of  each  card,  including  its
numerology, elemental correspondences, astrological links, and
symbolic  imagery.  The intuitive  side involves  letting the card
speak to you in the moment, noticing your feelings, impressions,
and the stories that arise when you look at the art.
Bunning provides specific exercises to strengthen both sides. For
example, she encourages you to sit with a single card and free-
associate without looking up its  meaning.  Then, you compare
your  impressions  with  traditional  interpretations.  This  practice
builds confidence in your own perceptions while grounding you in
the shared language of the tarot. This balanced approach is a
hallmark of Learning the Tarot Joan Bunning teaches, and it
prevents  the  common  pitfalls  of  either  rigid  dependence  on
guidebooks or chaotic guesswork.

The Concept of Card
"Personality"
Another distinctive feature of Bunning's method is the idea that
each  card  has  a  unique  personality  or  energy.  Rather  than
treating  the  cards  as  static  symbols  with  fixed  meanings,  she
invites  you  to  think  of  them  as  characters  with  moods,
motivations, and voices. The Fool is not just a card of beginnings;
it  is  the  carefree  adventurer  who  trusts  the  universe.  The
Empress is  not just  fertility;  she is  the nurturing mother who
values beauty and abundance. By personifying the cards, you
create memorable relationships with them, making it easier to
recall their meanings during readings.
This personification also helps when cards appear in unexpected
positions or combinations. You can ask yourself, "What would the
Empress say in response to the Tower's sudden upheaval?" This
narrative thinking brings readings to life and makes them far
more insightful  than a list  of  keywords ever  could.  Bunning's
workbook style in Learning the Tarot guides readers through
creating these personality profiles step by step.

THE PRACTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR LEARNING THE
TAROT

Starting with the Major
Arcana
Bunning recommends beginning your study with the twenty-two
cards of the Major Arcana. These cards represent the major life
themes,  spiritual  lessons,  and archetypal  journeys  that  shape
human experience. She groups them into a narrative sequence
often  called  the  Fool's  Journey,  where  the  Fool  progresses
through  encounters  with  teachers,  challenges,  triumphs,  and
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transformations. This story structure makes the Majors easier to
remember because they flow logically from one to the next.
For each Major Arcana card, Bunning provides a clear breakdown
of its core meaning, its symbolic elements, and its place in the
journey. She also offers questions to ponder and journal prompts
that  deepen  understanding.  For  example,  when  studying  The
Magician, you might ask: "What tools and talents do I have at my
disposal  right  now? How can I  focus  my will  to  manifest  my
goals?"  This  reflective  approach  ensures  that  you  are  not  just
memorizing  but  internalizing  the  card's  energy.

Exploring the Minor Arcana
Through the Four Suits
After establishing a foundation with the Majors, Bunning guides
you  into  the  fifty-six  cards  of  the  Minor  Arcana.  She  organizes
these into the four suits, Wands, Cups, Swords, and Pentacles,
each representing a distinct domain of life. Wands correspond to
fire energy, passion, creativity, and action. Cups relate to water,
emotions,  relationships,  and  intuition.  Swords  connect  to  air,
intellect,  communication,  and  challenges.  Pentacles  represent
earth, material reality, work, health, and abundance.
Within each suit, the cards progress from Ace to Ten, telling a
mini-story  of  that  energy's  development.  Bunning's  system
emphasizes the numerological patterns that repeat across suits.
For  instance,  all  Threes  involve  expansion  and  collaboration,
while all Fives involve conflict and adjustment. Recognizing these
patterns allows you to read any card by combining its suit and
number  meaning,  even  if  you  do  not  remember  the  specific
interpretation.  This  pattern-based learning is  one of  the most
efficient strategies found in Learning the Tarot Joan Bunning
style.

Understanding the Court
Cards
The  Court  Cards,  Pages,  Knights,  Queens,  and  Kings,  often
confuse beginners because they can represent people, aspects of
the  self,  or  external  influences.  Bunning  clarifies  the  court  by
teaching  a  hierarchical  system  of  maturity.  Pages  are  the
learners  and  messengers,  curious  and  open.  Knights  are  the
active  doers,  passionate  but  sometimes  reckless.  Queens
represent the mature, internal mastery of a suit's energy. Kings
embody the external,  authoritative expression of  that  energy.
She also  introduces  the concept  of  "energy direction,"  where
Pages and Knights are more outwardly focused, while Queens
and Kings are more inwardly grounded. This framework makes
reading Court Cards intuitive and practical.

THE ART OF CONDUCTING A MEANINGFUL READING

Creating a Sacred Space
and Setting Intention
Bunning places great importance on the ritual and mindset that
surround a reading. She suggests creating a physical and mental
space  that  supports  focus  and  openness.  This  might  involve
lighting a candle, taking a few deep breaths, or simply stating
your intention aloud. The key is to shift from everyday thinking
into a receptive, curious state. She emphasizes that a reading is

not about predicting a fixed future but about gaining clarity and
insight into the present moment and its potential trajectories.

Crafting the Right Question
One  of  the  most  valuable  skills  Bunning  teaches  is  how  to
formulate  effective  questions.  Vague  questions  like  "What  will
happen  in  my  love  life?"  tend  to  yield  vague  answers.  She
recommends open-ended, empowering questions such as "What
do I need to understand about my current relationship patterns?"
or "How can I best prepare for the upcoming opportunity?" A well-
crafted question focuses the reading and invites deeper wisdom.
Many readers find that this aspect of Learning the Tarot Joan
Bunning advocates for is a game-changer in the quality of their
readings.

Choosing and Using
Spreads
Bunning introduces spreads gradually, starting with simple one-
card  draws  for  daily  guidance  and  progressing  to  three-card
layouts  for  past-present-future  or  situation-action-outcome
explorations. She explains the logic behind each spread position
so that you understand not just where to place cards but why.
Her most detailed instruction is often given for the Celtic Cross, a
classic ten-card spread, which she breaks down into manageable
layers.  She teaches you to read the spread as a whole story
rather  than  as  isolated  cards,  looking  for  patterns,  dominant
suits, and the flow of energy across positions.
Throughout the process, Bunning reminds you that the spread is
a tool, not a cage. You can adapt positions to fit your question or
create your own layouts. This flexibility encourages creativity and
ownership over your practice.

OVERCOMING COMMON LEARNING OBSTACLES

Dealing with "Blank Mind"
Syndrome
Almost every beginner experiences moments when they draw a
card  and  their  mind  goes  completely  blank.  Bunning  offers
practical remedies for this. She suggests returning to the card's
elemental and numerological foundations as a safety net. If you
draw the Five of Swords and feel stuck, you can think: "Swords is
air,  communication,  and  conflict.  Five  is  about  tension  and
disagreement. So this card relates to a difficult conversation or a
conflict of ideas." This simple fallback keeps the reading moving
and builds your confidence. She also encourages keeping a tarot
journal where you record your impressions, compare them with
traditional meanings, and track your growth over time.

Trusting Your Intuition
Without Abandoning
Structure
Many  students  worry  that  relying  on  intuition  will  lead  to
inaccurate or self-serving interpretations. Bunning addresses this
by teaching that intuition is a skill that improves with practice
and feedback. She advises doing practice readings for yourself
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and for consenting friends, then checking in later to see how the
insights played out. This feedback loop helps you calibrate your
intuitive  hits  versus  your  biases.  Over  time,  you  learn  to
distinguish  between  genuine  intuitive  signals  and  mere
imagination or wishful thinking. This balanced, evidence-based
approach is why resources focused on Learning the Tarot Joan
Bunning style are considered so reliable.

EXPANDING YOUR PRACTICE BEYOND THE BASICS

Exploring Reversals and
Shadow Work
Once you are comfortable with upright cards, Bunning introduces
the topic of reversals, which are cards that appear upside down in
a  reading.  She  presents  several  possible  interpretations  for
reversals, including blocked energy, internalized themes, delayed
outcomes, or a need to revisit  the card's lesson from a different
angle.  She  does  not  insist  on  one  correct  meaning  but
encourages you to feel into what the reversal is communicating
in  context.  This  opens  the  door  to  shadow work,  where  you
explore the less comfortable or hidden aspects of yourself that
the cards might be illuminating.

Integrating Tarot into Daily
Life
Bunning envisions tarot not as an occasional party trick but as a

lifelong  companion  for  personal  growth  and  self-reflection.  She
suggests  practical  ways  to  integrate  the  cards  into  everyday
routines, such as drawing a daily card and noting its resonance at
the  end  of  the  day,  using  cards  for  meditation  or  creative
inspiration,  and consulting the tarot  when facing decisions or
dilemmas. By making the tarot a regular part of your life, you
deepen  your  relationship  with  the  cards  and  develop  a  fluency
that  no  amount  of  cramming  can  achieve.
She  also  encourages  readers  to  study  related  systems  like
astrology,  Kabbalah,  or  Jungian  psychology  to  enrich  their
understanding, but she always brings the focus back to the cards
themselves.  The goal  is  not  to  become a  scholar  of  esoteric
traditions but to become a skilled, compassionate reader who can
offer meaningful insights to yourself and others.

WHY JOAN BUNNING'S APPROACH ENDURES

The  world  of  tarot  education  is  crowded  with  flashy  websites,
expensive courses, and competing methodologies. Yet Learning
the Tarot Joan Bunning  has remained a staple for decades
because it works. Her method is patient, thorough, and respectful
of  the learner's pace.  It  demystifies the tarot without destroying
its  magic.  It  provides  structure  without  stifling  creativity.  It
honors  tradition  while  encouraging  personal  exploration.  For
anyone  willing  to  invest  the  time  and  practice,  Bunning's
framework leads not just to competent card reading but to a
richer understanding of life's patterns and possibilities.
In  a  time  when  many  people  seek  clarity,  connection,  and
meaning, the tarot offers a unique tool  for self-inquiry.  And Joan
Bunning offers one of the kindest, most effective doors into that
world.  Whether  you  are  reading  for  yourself,  for  friends,  or
eventually for clients, the foundations


