
Swords in the Rider-Waite deck 
 

For a Tarot deck based on a mythical medieval court- there are not that many 

swords!  

In fact (to the best of my knowledge) there are only three cards apart from the 

suit of swords: 

• Magician 

• Justice 

• Wheel of fortune. 

 
So, what does a sword mean in the Rider-Waite Tarot? 

I read swords as representing the logical mind, thoughts and words. 

You can literally imagine each sword is a thought or word when you look at a 

card. 

 

How to read a sword. 

When you look at a sword consider: 

• Can you see the whole sword? Or is part of it cropped by the card? Are 

you seeing the full picture- or only seeing part of it. 

• Is the sword upright- uncompromising and one truth. Or on an angle-

looking for perspective, prepared to consider a different side to the 

situation. 

• Are the swords held by the hilt or blade? Are you in control of your 

thoughts/words, or are you happy to get hurt along the way if need be? 

One is safe, one is a definite risk. 

• Are the swords thrust in a body/part?  This would indicate emotional 

pain and/or release.  A surrender, experiencing, releasing the 

thoughts/words to allow healing. I read the 4 of swords as prepared to 

experience this pain as the swords are suspended above the “body” 

• Are there swords left on the ground? This is someone letting go of 

control (5 swords) or are they left vertical and ready to be used (7 

swords) keeping control. 



• There is a strong difference between the vertical swords which I see as a 

sword “in action” recently used, or ready to be used. And the horizontal 

swords which seem more static, more immovable. 

 

As always when reading the cards- take the time to look. 

Get your swords cards out and look at all the tiny differences between how the 

swords are held, placed, experienced. 

 

 

 

Ace Swords 

 

Core meaning 

Success in adversity- the power of truth. 

At its best 

New ideas, expressing your truth brings you what you need. 

At its worst. 

The sword has two sides, the truth of the situation may cause you pain or 

difficulty. 

Practical advice. 

Get your ideas straight. You might want to write them down and get them in 

order, or speak honestly to some one. (Laser thinking) 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

The sword  is held by a divine hand, a feeling that this needs to be expressed. 

This truth, this idea, this new start is inspired or bigger than just you.  

The sword is upright – an absolute truth. 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

Presence of water. 



The cloud is water, and can be seen perhaps as universal energy, or that this is 

connected deeply to your emotions or soul. 

Body language. 

Background. 

The dull grey suggests this is a hard card, as does the lack of vegetation or 

housing in the background. 

Key symbols. 

Yods- a Jewish symbol showing the blessing in what can be a harsh card. 

Crown- The sword is thrust through an important idea or content (Have a look 

at the Emperor’s new clothes) we can all believe things implicitly, then realise 

our viewpoint needs to change. 

Laurel branch -(masculine) victory 

Olive branch -(feminine) peace 

 

2 Swords 

 

Core meaning 

Pausing the mind to connect to; your intuition, your emotions, your 

unconscious. 

This is a focus on inner work, the inner landscape. 

At its best 

Calm, careful consideration bringing solutions. 

At its worst. 

Procrastination, avoidance. 

Practical advice. 

Stop thinking, stop listening to anyone else. Pause and trust your intuition. 

(Can’t hear your intuition? That’s why you need to pause right now…) 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 



Both swords are held by the hilt (full control) 

And are on an angle- looking for perspective, to understand.  

Separation of numbers of swords. 

Presence of water. 

Oh yes! And it feels like the scene from the High Priestess with out the pillars. 

She is clearly separated from the water, and turned away. And the water seems 

slightly rough. 

Her hearing will be amplified by the blindfold- is she listening to the water?  

Body language. 

Strong, grounded position. Both feet can be seen (ready for action) 

Her arms are crossed in a defensive position- as if she is marking her personal 

space. 

Background. 

Blue, with clear islands/lands, but not much else. This feels like “inspired 

clarity” to me. 

Key symbols. 

Blindfold- she has chosen not to see or interact with her environment. Taking 

the time to focus on her inner journey, or to listen to the whisper of the waves. 

Moon – this appears to be a waxing moon, a time of growth, intention and 

hope. 

Stool- a low grey stool, similar to Justice & High Priestess. To me it feels as if 

she is stable and grounded. 

3 swords 

Core meaning 

Emotional honesty, even if only with yourself. 

At its best 

Your emotional honesty clears the air. 

At its worst. 



Emotional honesty brings sadness, regret, and possibly an ending. 

A classic “we need to talk” moment, perhaps after too long not being honest. 

Practical advice. 

Speak from the heart, express yourself (in person, in a letter, or perhaps in a 

journal) 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

There are no people in this card (very unusual). 

The swords aren’t held, but thrust through the open heart.  

One is upright (honesty) 

Two are angled (awareness of other perspectives) 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

Not really separated- though we could say we have an ace (upright) and a 2 

(angled). It reminds me of the balance between speaking your truth (ace) and 

listening (2 of swords). 

The swords create a balanced and symmetrical pattern which suggests order 

rather than chaos. 

Presence of water. 

Yes, and unusually both rains and clouds! 

The rain feels like a clearing, as tears clear. 

Body language. 

No body language as such, but the heart is unguarded, unprotected. 

Background. 

Grey- suggesting the difficult nature of this card. 

Key symbols. 

A very clear focused card- the heart, the swords, cloud and rain. 

Nothing else- and that is important in itself! 

 



 

4 Swords 

Core meaning 

The need to rest- especially the mind. 

No-one can be busy all of the time! 

At its best 

Taking the time to rest and reflect will bring healing and inspiration. 

At its worst. 

The need to rest may be due to illness, emotional upset, or burnout. 

Practical advice. 

A mental declutter is needed. This could be a duvet day, clearing your desk, or 

meditation. 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

The swords aren’t held by anyone -surrender, letting go of control. 

Fascinatingly three of the swords are upright- really, really being honest, or 

feeling emotional truths. 

One sword is horizontal, yet not lying on the floor, which has to be a link to the 

9 of swords. Are we getting a glimpse of how to prevent reaching the 9 of 

swords? 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

Very important here, we have links to the ace & 3 of swords in meaning. 

Presence of water. 

No water, because this is a rare image of inside- another link to the 9 of swords. 

Body language. 

There is what appears to be a statue, rather than a person. Resting and in 

prayer. We could argue “at peace” 

Background. 



We seem to be inside (9 swords) and church- stained glass window- (5 

pentacles), a link to two very dark cards, yet this card shows us a peace. 

Key symbols. 

The swords seem unreal- as if they are carved or painted. By feeling their pain 

with such honesty is the person changing the reality of the swords? 

The person is represented by a statue. Are they able to process their emotion 

because they are dissociated, slightly separated in someway? 

There is another link to the 9 of swords with the pillow (even if stone!) 

The biggest symbol is the stained glass window linking this to the 5 of 

pentacles, the other card with a stained glass window (even if different) 

5 Swords 

Core meaning 

The power of words- quite often a power struggle is underway. 

At its best 

Victory, you have been honest and stood your ground and this has worked well 

for you. 

At its worst. 

Someone is using the power of words to hurt or control. 

Practical advice. 

Other people’s words only hurt when deep down you believe there is a truth to 

them. Believe in yourself, and don’t get pulled into power plays. 

This card can indicate the need to trust your own understanding, originality. 

I nick-name it the “Van Gogh card” He stayed true to his own vision of art, even 

at a time no-one else really believed in him. 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

Three of the swords are held by the hilt (in control). 

Two of the swords are lying on the ground- as if this person is leaving them, 

isn’t trying to destroy the other two. 

Separation of numbers of swords. 



We could look at this in different ways; 

2, 1, 2  or 2, 3 

Trust your intuition, allow yourself to read the separation of the swords to 

make connections to other cards as fits your spread, and other cards present.  

Presence of water. 

Yes- and appears to be similar to the 2 of swords (even with the separation 

stage) 

Body language. 

A big part of reading this card! 

The victory of the person closest to us. 

The walking away of the middle individual. 

The despair of the one furthest. 

Who do you (or your client) identify with? 

Background. 

The background is quite simple- the water and land/islands we see in the 2 & 

possibly 10 swords. 

The water is choppy- reflecting the arguments, and the clouds are windswept- 

again reflecting the tension in the card. 

Key symbols. 

There are no key symbols apart from the water and clouds. 

The clothing is interesting. The lead figure has red and green and is far more 

detailed. 

His clothing appears to move- is he moving fast, or is it the force of the stormy 

wind? 

 

6 Swords 

Core meaning 

Life is moving in the right direction- trust the process. 



At its best 

You are guided, it is going well. Trust. (Indicates spirit guides if that fits your 

world view) 

At its worst. 

It can be hard to let go of control, try not to overthink or micro manage. 

Practical advice. 

Try not to micro manage. Trust the process, allow others to help, and don’t 

rock the boat! 

Keep moving, even if you aren’t certain of quite where you are going! 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

None of the swords are held (surrender, lack of control or ownership), and they 

are all vertical, blade down this to me is linked to feeling trapped by thoughts 

and words- yet also surrendering to this (unlike the 9). The vertical or blade 

down swords are still in use. 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

There is a clear split between 2 & 4, if you blend the meanings of the 2 & 4 of 

swords together it shines a lot of insight on this card. 

Presence of water. 

The water is a huge part of this card, and the people are travelling on the water 

by boat. 

The water is turbulent one side, calm the other- with a feeling of moving to 

calmer waters. 

Body language. 

Like the 5 of swords you have a choice of people to identify with. 

The individual guiding the boat, or the two passengers.  

The two passengers seem to be in grief, or not taking ownership of where they 

are going. Are they trusting to process- or have they given up? 

Background. 



Unusually the background is all soft blues (like Judgement) rather than carefully 

coloured. I feel this demonstrates the passengers in the boat don’t know where 

they are going- the details have not been filled in yet. 

Key symbols. 

The boat is a key symbol, not seen much in the deck (Death, 3 wands, king 

cups, 2 pentacles) a clear indication of movement and travel. 

The black pole is only seen in the Fool (an un-incarnated spirit) and possibly the 

10 of pentacles (deceased ancestor) and suggests this is an act of God, divine 

intervention, or a spirit guide punting the boat. 

7 Swords 

Core meaning 

Original thinking- a neutral card that may be in your favour, or not, so do 

beware. 

At its best 

Blue sky thinking, taking a risk, problem solving in an original way! 

At its worst. 

Over confidence, or even malicious intent makes this a dangerous card. (Is 

someone deliberately lying?) 

Practical advice. 

Take a risk, be original, think outside the box-be unique! 

OR Beware, there is a malicious deceiver around at this point. 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

He is holding 5 swords by the bade (unique in the deck) risking injuring himself. 

Two swords are vertical blades down –connected with being trapped by 

thoughts or words, but still potential movement. 

 Is this someone leaving 2 behind for a positive reason? Or is it a clear sign that 

he is using his words to trap another? 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

Like the 5 of swords there are different ways to look at this. 



He is carrying 5, and leaving 2. 

But he has split those he is carrying so it could be read 2 3 2. 

Look to the other cards and your intuition to see what best fits. 

Presence of water. 

None is noticeable. 

Body language. 

Beautifully drawn! (emphasised by the red boots and red hat!) 

This is someone dancing, or leaping away in a jaunty manner- whilst checking 

behind them at the same time. 

This is someone who KNOWS they ate taking a risk! 

Background. 

The background is odd. They are tents- but to me they look like the tents of an 

army, and we can see what seem to be men in the background too. 

Interesting that this is the only card in the suit of swords with a golden sky- yet 

this can be such a dangerous card. Does the golden sky refer to the openness 

of this card? That whatever is done is done in plain sight if only we look? 

Key symbols. 

Red hat and boots, a key symbol in lots of cards- they suggest passion and 

action. 

The army tents are a unique symbol, see if they spark any intuition when 

reading. To me it makes me think of all the pomp and drama of a battle. Is this 

a distraction technique- to use drama? 

 

8 Swords 

Core meaning 

Feeling trapped and restricted by thoughts or words. 

At its best 

You are aware of self limiting beliefs (or words) and starting to move out of the 

trap. 



At its worst. 

You are feeling trapped at this point, and can’t find a way to break free (or may 

not be fully aware of how trapped you are) 

Practical advice. 

Listen to your inner voice. 

Listen to the words spoken to you. 

Allow yourself to see where the restrictions are. 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

All of the swords are point down in the earth, vertically. 

None of the cards are held. Both of these together show the element of 

surrender and letting go of control. 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

There is a clear 3 & 5 of swords- is that the key to getting out of this card? 

Presence of water. 

This seems to be a tidal area, and there is some water clearly to be seen, the 

persons foot is in the water. Are they connecting with their emotions to step 

free from the mental trap? (3) 

Body language. 

Their body language is dominated by being tied up and blindfolded. And yet… 

the feet are clearly visible and it feels as if they are almost peeking out of the 

blindfold as they look down.  

First appearances suggest trapped, details may add the feeling of there is a way 

forward. 

Background. 

No vegetation, not even a body of water. High cliffs with a castle on the top of 

it. Does this represent safety? Or are they escaping it? It  gives me 4 of wands 

vibes. 

Key symbols. 



It’s a surprisingly sparse car with the key symbols being the red dress (passion) 

the shoes (action, grounded) and the rope/blindfold. 

Unlike the blindfold in the 2 of swords where I always feel the person in the 

card chose to put it on, the ropes suggest this person had the blindfold put on 

by another person. 

This highlights the power of words and thoughts to trap us. 

 

9  Swords 

Core meaning 

Overwhelming stress or anxiety. 

At its best 

The only best is recognising it and starting to do something about it- even if it’s 

as small as writing a list or asking for help. 

At its worst. 

Not allowing yourself to receive help, believing there is no way forward. 

Thinking you are managing and not appreciating how overwhelmed you are. 

Practical advice. 

You can not think your way out of this card. Stop thinking and do something- 

write a list, go for a walk, ring a help line, talk to a loved one. 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

All the swords are hanging horizontally on the wall. None are held (all control is 

lost). As if the swords are bolted to the wall, static, immovable.  

Separation of numbers of swords. 

Just one homogenous mass! 

Presence of water. 

No water. No light! 

Body language. 



I think we have all been there. Waking up in total despair in the dead of the 

night. 

Background. 

Black, indoors, with little clue except the coffin like bed she lies upon. 

Key symbols. 

There are some important symbols, even in this minimalist card. 

The red roses on the quilt link us to the physical body, and reminds us to take 

action. Thinking got us into this place, thinking will not get us out. 

The astrological glyphs indicate the passing of time- all things change with 

time. 

 

10 Swords 

Core meaning 

Endings, realisations, letting things go. 

At its best 

You reach the darkest point, and just let go. Emotions and self limiting beliefs 

are released. 

At its worst. 

Thoughts or words are now causing physical pain. This may be due to mental 

health or abusive relationships. 

Practical advice. 

Release your stress through the body. Book a massage, go for a walk, have a 

bath, through some crockery (not at anyone of course!). Do whatever you need 

to and release. 

How the swords are held, and the angles. 

All vertical, point down- though in a body not the ground! 

Separation of numbers of swords. 

You could argue one seems more deeply plunged than the others giving us a 9 

+1, but they are all in one long line! 



Presence of water. 

Yes. And this is really important- we need our emotions (water) to soften our 

thoughts. 

Similar to the Emperor (who is similar to the suit of swords in many way) 

needing the Empress. 

Body language. 

Obviously lying prone, bleeding, and assumably dead.  

But note the hand, its making the sign of a blessing (Hierophant) this ending is 

a release, and was needed. A blessing in disguise perhaps? 

Background. 

A unique and powerful background- we have a sunset or sunrise- showing us 

this is a card of endings and beginnings. 

We have the water, and the blue mountains in the background. Maybe the blue 

mountains are suggesting this could lead to our highest potential. Or maybe 

they are linked to Judgement & 6 swords- we know we are headed in the right 

direction, we just don’t quite know where we are going. (or possibly both..) 

Key symbols. 

Really after the landscape, body position and hand position there isn’t much 

else. 

The cloth covering the individual is red (passion & action), and it looks as if 

there is blood on the ground. 

Death is white- “bloodless”, so in some way maybe the red is hopeful. After all 

there is no 11, simply a move back to the ace. 

 


