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THE EMPEROR 
CARD FOUR OF THE TAROT 
 
Understanding one’s ancestry is now an industry and 
for many an obsession. In order to understand 
ourselves, we want to know our roots, where we came 
from, and what is the lineage or living stream from 
which we draw. This has strong psychological support. 
In order to know who we are, we need to have some 
idea of the sources and matrix from which we have 
arisen into this world.  
 
In the perennial wisdom expressed through 
Hermeticism and the cards of the Tarot, the card called 
the Emperor lifts that same search for roots far beyond 
the horizontal plane of our own temporal history and 
raises it to our ultimate source. Where did we come 
from? What is our ultimate origin? This archetypal 
images of the Tarot express it in something we 
understand, the figure of a King or an Emperor whose 
authority is the guiding principle of governance over a 
whole domain, in this case the human domain.  
 
In contemporary American society this is a problematic 
image. We eschew monarchies of any kind. We had a 
revolution to overthrow them. Yet the image of a King 
or an Emperor intrigues us. It also has something to 
teach us if we can get past the cultural roadblocks.   
 
In order to answer the question, “Who am I?” I need to 
know something of the original Source of my own 
being, and the principles by which that Source governs 
all creation, including all creation. The meaning of this 
card of the Tarot focuses on those answers through this 
icon of celestial archetypes.  
 
 

The central figure of the Source, the Emperor, rests 
on a throne while the energies swirl around him. He 
resides in an ultimate state of rest guided by the 
principles expressed in the crest beside him which is 
the governing intelligence of his reign. The halo of 
the Emperor’s consciousness (whose content is 
expressed in the crest), is expressed through his 
stance of relaxed rest. And yet that rest is in a form 
of fullness and potentiality imaged by the sword and 
scepter also at rest. All worlds of being are under his 
feet. Taken together, the images on this card are a 
remarkable western manifestation of similar 
principles expressed in Taoism where the ruling 
authority (the wise Emperor of the Chinese 
Kingdom) rules in the same manner.  
 
Western tradition has often cast ultimate or divine 
Authority as an angry potentate whose rule cannot 
be challenged. The wisdom of this card expresses 
the antithesis of this sentiment—Authority at rest, 
without aggression, and giving space to all realms 
and their subjects in freedom and peace. These are 
the crowning principles that reside on the throne of 
Majesty. These are the governing principles that 
determine each individual’s origin and source.  
 
To become human one must truly understand one’s 
divine origins and the governing principles through 
which all being is guided. The practice of being like 
God (as Christian tradition will later say: God 
became human in order that humans might become 
God) can be summarized, then, in the icon of this 
card of the Tarot whose mantra is, “as above, so 
below.” To know myself, therefore, I must not 
simply know my temporal origins but also my 
eternal Source and the principles from which all 
being flows.  
 

visio divina 



 
 

 

A Place for Notes  
and for Journaling your Answers:   

Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Have you ever contemplated divine Authority in the 

way that this Tarot card does? What has been your 
traditional understanding or vision of the Creator 
and Origin of all Being? 

2. When you think about your own origins, do you 
include God, or the divine Reality as the 
foundational ancestor? 

3. In this icon the divine Authority symbolized by the 
Emperor who is seated and relaxed and whose 
intelligence is filled with all of the things that both 
the crest and in the scepter-sword express. 
Contemplate these symbols and journal what you 
discover about them. 

4. What does the fractal background to the image help 
you understand? 

5. How do any of the principles expressed in the 
reflection apply to you now? How do you 
understand them?  

6. Can you use this symbolism expressed in the image 
of the Tarot to understand not only yourself but also 
the way the divine Authority works in your life or 
in the world? 

7. How do the ideas of retraction and nothingness in 
the texts inform your understanding of the 
symbolism of this card?  

8. Have you ever read the sacred text of Taoism, the 
Tao Te Ching? You might want to familiarize 
yourself with it. It is short, relatively easy to read, 
and it is full of insights that are reflected in this 
card of the Tarot. If you have the opportunity, begin 
to journal your insights from your reading. Also 
share your insight with others who may be on the 
same spiritual path you are walking.  
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There are Twenty-two cards or images called the 
Major Arcana in the deck of Tarot cards. 
Valentin Tomberg uses each one of these to 
illustrate and illuminate the teachings of the 
ancient wisdom of Hermeticism. Both the Tarot 
and the Hermetic teaching are not in the 
mainstream of religious tradition as we 
understand them today, though they have played 
roles in the transmission of Christianity, 
Judaism, and Islam in the past. Valentin 
Tomberg, a Russian teacher form the Christian 
Orthodox and Catholic traditions, met with a 
group of scholars, teachers and wisdom seekers 
in the last century who helped bring this 
teaching forward an reinterpret it for us. 
Meditations on the Tarot: A Journey into 
Christian Hermeticism (1985) was the collected 
treasury of their work together.  
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            he first act of Ein Soph, the Infinite Being, is therefore not a 
step outside but a step inside, a movement of recoil, of falling back 
upon oneself, of withdrawing into oneself.  
 
         Instead of emanation we have the opposite, contraction.  
 
         The first act of all is not an act of revelation but one of 
limitation. Only in the second act does God send out a ray of His 
light and begin His revelation, or rather His unfolding as God the 
Creator, in the primordial space of His own creation.  
 
         More than that, every new act of emanation and manifestation 
is preceded by one of concentration and retraction.  

 
Gershom G. Scholem 

Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism 
London, 1955  

 
Freedom is not determined by God; 

it is part of the nothing 
out of which God created the world.  

 
Nicolas Berdyaev 

The Destiny of Man 
London, 1937 
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