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The Tarot is a pictorial textbook of Ageless Wisdom. From its pages has been drawn inspiration for some of the most important works on occult science published during the last seventy-five years. Its influence on the minds of a few enlightened thinkers may be traced throughout the history of the modern revival of interest in esoteric science and philosophy.

This revival began in 1854 with the publication of Eliphas Levi’s Dogma and Ritual of Transcendental Magic, first of a series of occult writings in which he names the Tarot as his most important source of information. Eliphas Levi’s teaching influenced the work of H. P. Blavatsky and Dr. Anna Kingsford. It has been developed and extended in the circles of French occultism in which “Papus” (Dr. Gerard Encausse) was for long a leading spirit. For English readers it is interpreted in the books of S. L. MacGregor Mathers, Dr. W. Wynn Westcott, Dr. Arthur Edward Waite and others. The works of New Thought writers, especially the essays of Judge Thomas Troward, echo it again and again; and, though Levi himself was a nominal Roman Catholic, his doctrine is utilized by Scottish Rite Masonry in the United States, inasmuch as General Albert Pike’s Morals and Dogma of the Scottish Rite repeats verbatim page after page from the French occultist’s Dogma and Ritual.

Levi’s opinion of the Tarot was very high. He said:

“As an erudite Kabalistic book, all combinations of which reveal the harmonies preexisting between signs, letters and numbers, the practical value of the Tarot is truly and above all marvelous. A prisoner devoid of books, had he only a Tarot of which he knew how to make use, could in a few years acquire a universal science, and converse with an unequalled doctrine and inexhaustible eloquence.’’

The aim of this analysis is to show you how to use the Tarot. A full treatment would require many volumes; but I hope to realize the promise of my title by giving a concise explanation of the general plan of the Tarot, and a brief outline of its meaning. It should be understood, however, that the student must fill in this outline with the results of his own observation and meditation.

Before entering upon a description of the construction and symbolism of this book of occult science, it may be well to say a word as to its history. In the main, I am in agreement with Arthur Edward Waite, who discusses the various theories as to its origin in his Key to the Tarot, published in London by Wm. Rider and Sons. Dr. Waite concludes that the Tarot has no exoteric history before the fourteenth century. The oldest examples of Tarot designs now preserved in European museums were probably made about 1390. According to an occult tradition, in which I am inclined to place confidence, the actual date of its invention was about the year 1200 A.D.

The inventors, this tradition avers, were a group of adepts who met at stated intervals in the city of Fez, in Morocco. After the destruction of Alexandria, Fez became the literary and scientific capital of the world. Thither, from all parts of the globe, came wise men of all nations, speaking all tongues. Their conferences were made difficult by differences in language and philosophical terminology. So they hit upon the device of embodying the most important of their doctrines in a book of pictures, whose combinations should depend on the occult harmonies of numbers.

Perhaps it was a Chinese adept who suggested the idea, for the Chinese have a proverb, “One picture is worth ten thousand words,’’ and Chinese writing is made up of conventionalized pictures. These pictures express ideas instead of words, so that Chinese, Japanese and Koreans, although they speak more than seven different languages, communicate easily with one another, if only they can read and write.

As a skeleton for their invention the wise men chose the relatively simple system of numbers and letters afforded by the Qabalah, or Secret Wisdom of Israel. This esoteric doctrine, apparently Jewish, was really a development of ideas fundamentally identical with the wisdom taught in the secret schools of China, Tibet and India. Some account of it, therefore, must precede our study of the Tarot itself.

THE HEBREW WISDOM

The master-key to the Hebrew wisdom is the “name” translated “Lord” in the Authorized Version of the Bible, and “Jehovah” in the revised versions. It is not really a name at all, but rather a verbal, numerical and geometrical formula. In Roman letters corresponding to Hebrew it is spelled IHVH.

This is a noun form derived from a Hebrew verb meaning “to be.” Correctly translated, it means “That which was, That which is, That which shall be.” THAT, not HE. Thus, it is a perfect verbal symbol for the One Reality – for that Something which has always subsisted behind all forms in the eternity of the past, for that Something which really is behind all the appearances and misunderstandings of the present, for that Something which will be the foundation for all the changing forms of life-expression in the eternity to come.

Never has Ageless Wisdom attempted to define this One Reality. Its inner nature defies analysis, cannot be put within the limits of any formal statement, because the One Reality is infinite. Yet, in every age the report of the wise has been that in the One, Something inheres the power to know. We say, therefore, that IHVH is a verbal symbol for the Conscious Energy that brings all things and creatures into existence.

The Qabalah classifies all possible operations of this One Energy into four planes, or “worlds.” Each plane or world is represented by a letter of IHVH, as follows:

The Archetypal World. This is the world of pure ideas. In the archetypal plane are the root-notions inherent in the innermost nature of the universal Conscious Energy. From these ideas are derived all actual forms of manifestation. For example, the pure idea of a chair is the idea of sitting. In that idea, as in all others, is embodied a volition (the will) to sit. This will – to sit – is the single root-notion behind all possible chair-forms that ever have been, are now, or ever shall be. Thus the archetypal world is seen to be the plane of will (ideas). To it Ageless Wisdom assigns the element fire, representing universal radiant energy. In IHVH this world and this element are represented by the letter “I”.

The Creative World. Here the ideas of the archetypal world are specialized as particular patterns. “Sitting” becomes the mental pattern for some special kind of chair. The Cosmic Energy acting on this plane contains the patterns of all chairs that have been made or thought of in the past, of all existing in the present – but not those as yet unthought of. So with all other patterns of particular forms. To this world Ageless Wisdom assigns the element water, symbolizing the fluid plasticity of the cosmic mind-stuff. The creative world is represented in IHVH by the first “H.’’

The Formative World. Here the archetypal ideas, specialized in creative patterns, are brought forth into actual expression. It is the plane of processes, the world of forces behind the veil of physical things. The formative world is that which is now explored by physicists and chemists. It is the world of vibratory activities, and also the astral plane of occultism. Here take place the various kinds of action whereby the Cosmic Energy actualizes its patterns. Ageless Wisdom assigns to this world the element air, representing the life-energy which wise men everywhere have associated with breath. The formative world is represented by “V” in IHVH.

The Material World. This is the plane of the actual forms which affect our physical senses. Here the process of bringing down the idea of, sitting, through an operation based on the pattern of a particular chair, is finally completed as the chair itself. This plane corresponds to the element earth, representing the solidity and tangibility of physical objects. It corresponds to the second “H’’ in IHVH.

In every one of the four worlds, the Qabalah conceives the operation of ten aspects of the universal Conscious Energy. This idea that all possible aspects of the One Reality may be reduced to a tenfold classification is found in every version of the Ageless Wisdom. Thence arises the esoteric teaching concerning the meaning of numbers. This is a subject almost limitless in its ramifications, but what is needed for Tarot study will be found in the next chapter.

​Occult Meaning of Numbers
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In this chapter we shall consider the occult significance of the numbers from Zero to Ten, with particular reference to the esoteric meanings of the so-called “Arabic” numerals. As a matter of fact, these numerals were invented by Hindu priests, from whom they were borrowed (and slightly altered) by the Arab mathematicians who introduced them into Europe. The key to the meaning of the numerals is the diagram which appears as the frontispiece of this book.

Readers of these pages, who are familiar with occult symbolism, will perceive that the basis of the construction of this diagram is the six-pointed star, known as the “Shield of David” and “The Star of the Macrocosm.’’ Years ago, one of the Theosophical Masters declared that the system of six circles, tangent to a central seventh, is a key to the construction of the cosmos. At that time, the Master’s meaning was not grasped by the student to whom the statement was made.

I hope the inclusion of this diagram in the front of the book may stimulate some of my readers to further research. Want of space forbids my developing the various details. I shall therefore content myself by saying that this one diagram is a key to the geometrical construction of the Great Pyramid, to a very close approximation to the squaring of the circle, to the true occult meaning of the apron worn by Free Masons, to the correct construction of the Qabalistic diagram known as the Tree of Life (which has been called “a key to all things”), and to the proportions of the mysterious Vault in which the body of the founder of the Rosicrucian Order is said to have been discovered. These are but a small selection of the mysteries to which this one diagram affords a clue. I shall confine myself to its numerical significance.

In Arabic notation all numbers are represented by ten symbols, beginning with 0 and ending with 9. They are thus derived from the diagram:

0. An ellipse, representing the Cosmic Egg, whence come all things. Zero is a symbol of the absence of quality, quantity, or mass. Thus it denotes absolute freedom from every limitation whatever. It is a sign of the infinite and eternal Conscious Energy, itself No-Thing, though manifested in everything. It is That which was, is, and shall be forever; but it is nothing we can name. Boundless, infinitely potential, living light, it is the rootless root of all things, of all activities, of all modes of consciousness. In it are included all imaginable and unimaginable possibilities, but it transcends them all. The Qabalists call it: (a) No-Thing; (b) The Boundless; (c) Limitless Light. Pure Conscious Energy, above and beyond thought, to us it is Superconsciousness.

The descending arc of the ellipse, on the reader’s left, represents Involution, the “winding-up” process whereby Limitless Light manifests itself in name and form. At B the lowest point of involution is reached in the mineral kingdom.

From B back to A on the right side of the ellipse the ascending arc represents Evolution, the “unwinding” process. From B to F is the arc of evolution in the inorganic world. F to H is the arc of organic development up through plants to animals. H to D is the arc of organic development from the lowest animal to the highest type of human consciousness at point D. Only a few human beings have reached this point, but the race is nearer to it now than ever before. The arc from D to A is that of conscious expression beyond human levels, the evolution of conscious one-ness with the Divine.

Thus the two sides of the ellipse suggest the esoteric doctrine of Involution or descent, and a corresponding Evolution, or ascent. The ascending arc corresponds to the occult doctrine: “First the stone, then the plant, then the animal, then the man, and at last the god.”

1. In the diagram, the number 1 is the vertical line from A to B, connecting the extreme height with the extreme depth. Among the many occult meanings of this number are:

Beginning, initiative, originality, unity, singleness, isolation, and the like. In the Qabalah it is called the Crown, to show that 1 represents the determining, ruling, directive and volitional aspect of consciousness. The Crown is known also as the Primal Will. The same Hebrew philosophy calls this number the Hidden Intelligence, to show that this primary mode of consciousness is concealed behind all veils of name and form. This is the consciousness of the true Self or I AM – the Onlooker, seeing creation through countless eyes, manifesting itself through innumerable personalities. Ageless Wisdom teaches that all things are manifestations or projections in time and space of the powers of the I AM. In short, the I AM, or number 1, is the essence, substance, energy and consciousness expressed in all forms. Everything in the universe is the self-expression of the I AM. This is the first principle, the primary existence, the First Mover. In and through human personality it manifests as the waking Self-consciousness.

2. On the diagram this number begins at C, follows the upper circle through D to the center of the diagram, thence through the lower circle to E, and is completed by the horizontal line from E to F. The meanings of the number include:

Duplication, reflection, receptivity, dependence, alternation, antagonism, and the like. Qabalists call it Wisdom, the reflection of the perfect self-consciousness of the I AM. Wisdom is the mirror wherein the I AM sees itself. The number 2 is also named Illuminating Intelligence. It is that which illuminates the personal mind. It is the aspect of universal consciousness which manifests through human personality as grasp of the inner principles of the nature of the one Conscious Energy. In Hebrew occultism, 2 is also the particular number of the Life-force in all creatures.

3. The upper half of this figure is the same as the upper half of 2, from C through D to the center of the diagram. Its lower half begins at the center of the diagram, and follows the lower circle through F and B around to E. Among the meanings of 3 are:

Multiplication, development, growth, unfoldment, therefore expression. 3 signifies the actual outworking of the principles reflected from 1 by 2. In Qabalah, 3 is Understanding, looking forward into the field of manifestation, in contrast to Wisdom (2), which looks back to the self-knowledge of the I AM (1). Understanding is the concrete application of abstract Wisdom. Hence 3 is called the Sanctifying Intelligence, to convey the idea that through growth or expression comes the perfected manifestation of the potencies latent in the Limitless Light. On the form side, perfect realization (sanctification) requires perfected organism: in consciousness, it is perfected faculty and function.

4. This figure starts with the vertical line of the figure 1 (A to B on the diagram), and adds two other lines– A to G, and G to H. Thus drawn, 4 shows in its upper portion a triangle, symbol of the number 3, and in its lower portion a T-square, a geometrical symbol of 4 itself. Triangle and T-square are among the most important instruments of the draftsman. They have occult reference to the esoteric side of geometry. They suggest planning, surveying, topography and the like. From these considerations are derived the following meanings of 4:

Order, measurement, classification, recording, tabulation, and so on. Because of these meanings Qabalists make 4 the number of memory. Because the Life-power’s perfect memory of its own potencies and of the needs of even the least of its centers of expression cannot be supposed to fail, the idea of Beneficence (“good-givingness”) is also assigned to 4. This beneficence is not wasteful prodigality. All the gifts of the Life-power are measured out. Every center of expression receives exactly what is coming to it, always. Therefore the number 4 is called the Measuring Intelligence.

5. On the diagram, the first line of this figure is the horizontal, C to D. The second is vertical, C to I. The third includes five-sixths of the lower circle, from I through F and B to E. Meanings of 5 include:

Mediation (because 5 is the middle number between 1, Beginning, and 9, Completion), adaptation, means, agency, activity, process, and the like. 5 is the dynamic Law proceeding from abstract Order (4).

To primitive minds, the working of Law seems to be the operation of many forces, mostly hostile to man. Hence 5 is the number of versatility, and one of its names in Qabalah is Fear. Ignorant persons endeavor to propitiate the power they fear. Their sacrifices are the beginning of religious ritual. Hence 5 is the number of religion.

A better, though incomplete, knowledge of Law sees it as a relentless, harsh, mechanical expression of mathematical principles, taking no account of human needs and aspirations. This is the interpretation of the materialist, who sees the Law as a mighty power. Hebrew sages take account of this also, and say that 5 is the number of Strength and Severity, as well as of Fear.

Finally, to seers and sages, Law appears as the manifestation of perfect Justice, whereby man, whose numeral symbol is also 5, may so adapt natural conditions that he may realize progressive liberation from every kind of bondage.

5, then, is the number of versatility, because it shows the changing aspects of the One Law, inspiring fear in the ignorant, perceived by the materialist as relentless strength, and understood by the wise as undeviating justice. This One Law is the root of all operations of the Life-power, and is therefore called Radical Intelligence. The root-consciousness expressed through human personality is this One Law of meditation or adaptation. Man can change conditions. This is the secret of his power to realize freedom.

6. On the diagram, this is a continuous line from D to A, down through the ellipse (on the Involution curve) to B, then around the lower circle to B. Its symmetry suggests the philosophical conception of Beauty. This is the direct outcome of ideas expressed by the preceding numerals.

A free Life-power (0), knowing itself perfectly (1), grasping all possibilities of what it is in itself (2), understanding just how those possibilities may be worked out into expression (3), never forgetting itself, or any detail of the perfect order of its self-manifestation (4), and developing that order through the agency of a perfectly just law or method (5), must inevitably be working toward a perfectly symmetrical, balanced, and therefore beautiful, result. This idea is implicit in the following meanings of 6:

Balance, equilibration, symmetry, beauty; harmony of opposites, reciprocity; complementary activities, polarity, love. It is named Intelligence of Mediating Influence, or Intelligence of the Separated Emanations.

7. On the diagram, this is composed of two lines – the first horizontal, from C to D, the second diagonal, from D to E.

To exhaust the meanings of 7 would take as many pages as an encyclopaedia. It is the great Biblical number, many books in both the Old and the New Testaments being written on a plan of sevens – seven chapters, seven subdivisions, and so on. On this point, see the literary introductions in Moulton’s Modern Readers’ Bible. The more important occult meanings of 7 are:

Rest, safety, security, victory. To the ancients 7 represented temporary cessation, not final perfection, as some have thought. In Hebrew, the word for “seven” and that for “oath” are closely related, since the security and safety of a sworn compact were represented in Hebrew thought by 7.

This number stands for the logical consequence of the ideas symbolized by the numbers preceding it in the series. A perfect Life-power, working in the way outlined in the explanation of 6, cannot be supposed to fail. Omnipotence must ultimately, no matter what present appearances may be, arrive at a triumphantly successful conclusion to all its undertakings. The Great Work is as yet unfinished. The Cosmic Experiment has not come to completion; but when we consider the nature of the Source of that experiment, the nature of the Worker in that work, reason assures us that it must succeed, down to the minutest detail. The Hebrew name for 7 is Occult Intelligence.

8, on the diagram, is a figure composed of the upper and lower circles within the ellipse. In writing it, we begin at A, describe a descending “S’’ to B, and return on an ascending inverted “S” to A. Thus the form of the figure suggests vibration by the shape of the lines, and alternation by the two kinds of motion used in describing it. It is also the only figure (except 0) which may be written over and over again without lifting pen from paper. Thus in mathematics the figure 8, written horizontally, is the sign of infinity. Among its occult meanings are:

Rhythm, alternate cycles of involution and evolution, vibration, flux and reflux, and the like. It represents also the fact that opposite forms of expression (that is, all pairs of opposites) are effects of a single Cause. (See, on this point, Isaiah 45, verses 5 to 7).

This number 8 is the digit value of the name IHVH (Jehovah), 888 is the numeration of the name Jesus in Greek, and 8 is not only the “Dominical Number,” or “Number of the Lord,” in Christian numeral symbolism, but is also the particular number of the god called Thoth by Egyptians, Nebo by Assyrians, Hermes by Greeks, and Mercury by Romans. Thus 8 is pre-eminently the number of magic and of Hermetic Science. Its Hebrew name is Splendor, and the aspect of consciousness to which it corresponds is called Perfect Intelligence. The Hebrew adjective translated “perfect” is ShLM. A noun spelt with the same letters means “peace, security, health, wealth, satisfaction,” and thus refers to the perfect realization of the success represented by the number 7.

9, on the diagram, begins at D, follows the upper circle down to the center of the diagram, continues back to D, then along the line of the ellipse, on the right side of the diagram, to E. As last of the numeral symbols, 9 represents the following ideas:

Completion, attainment, fulfilment, the goal of endeavor, the end of a cycle of activity. Yet, because 8 indicates Rhythm as part of the creative process, completion is not absolute cessation. The end of one cycle is the beginning of another. This fact is the basis of all practical occultism. Nobody ever comes to the end of his tether. Nobody ever reaches a point where nothing more remains to be hoped for, where nothing remains to be accomplished. Every End is the seed of a fresh Beginning. In Qabalah, therefore, 9 is called Basis or Foundation, and corresponds to the mode of consciousness named Pure or Clear Intelligence, because the completion of any process is the pure, clear, unadulterated expression of the intention or idea which initiated that process.

10 combines the ellipse of superconsciousness (0) with the vertical line of self-consciousness (1). It is the number of perfection and dominion. Read from right to left, from units to tens (as all composite figures should be read symbolically), it suggests the outpouring of the limitless Life-power through the initiative, specialization and concentration of the I AM. Qabalists call the number 10 the Kingdom. The mode of consciousness assigned to it is the Resplendent Intelligence – brilliant, glowing, full of life and power. In one esoteric text this mode of intelligence is said to have its seat in Understanding, and Understanding is the number 3, or Sanctifying Intelligence. What is meant is, that in order to have the resplendent, glowing consciousness of mastery, one must have also, as a basis, the sanctifying, perfecting, organizing power of Understanding. Our citizenship in the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth is determined by the degree of our understanding.

Such is the outline of the ten primary numbers, according to Ageless Wisdom, as handed down to us through the Sages of Israel. It affords a basic clue to the meaning of Tarot.

For instance, the whole book, or pack of cards, contains 78 pages. Interpreting the number 78 from the foregoing, we see that it represents the expression of the Splendor of the Perfect Intelligence (8) through the Victory of Occult Intelligence (7). Precisely, this is the great purpose of Tarot.

In the practical work of the Builders of the Adytum, the esoteric meanings of the numeral symbols have been expanded into a series of eleven statements, or affirmations. These are entitled The Pattern on the Trestleboard, because, while they are at all times true of the real Self at the heart of every human personality, they are not intended to be taken as vainglorious claims to personal attainment. They will aid the reader to remember the main attributions of the numbers 0 to 10. More than this, they have, during the last twenty-five years, proved their value as seed-ideas which, planted in the mind by thoughtful and purposeful repetition, bear rich fruit in mental and spiritual unfoldment.

THE PATTERN ON THE TRESTLEBOARD

This is truth about the Self:

0. All the power that ever was or will be is here now.

1. I am a center of expression for the Primal Will-to-Good which eternally creates and sustains the universe.

2. Through me its unfailing Wisdom takes form in thought and word.

3. Filled with Understanding of its perfect law, I am guided, moment by moment, along the path of liberation.

4. From the exhaustless riches of its Limitless Substance, I draw all things needful, both spiritual and material.

5. I recognize the manifestation of the undeviating Justice in all the circumstances of my life.

6. In all things, great and small, I see the Beauty of the divine expression.

7. Living from that Will, supported by its unfailing Wisdom and Understanding, mine is the Victorious Life.

8. I look forward with confidence to the perfect realization of the Eternal Splendor of the Limitless Light.

9. In thought and word and deed, I rest my life, from day to day, upon the sure Foundation of Eternal Being.

10. The Kingdom of Spirit is embodied in my flesh.

​Construction of the Tarot
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The Tarot is a book, disguised as a pack of cards. Fifty-six of its seventy-eight pages are called minor trumps. These are divided into four suits, distinguished by emblems like those on Spanish or Mexican playing cards. The names of the suits are: Scepters or Wands; Cups; Swords; Coins or Pentacles. In the seventeenth century, French card-makers altered these, the original suit emblems, to the Clubs, Hearts, Spades and Diamonds familiar to everybody.

Basically, the suits represent the four worlds, or planes, mentioned in Chapter I. The wands (clubs) correspond to the archetypal world, to the element fire, and to I in IHVH. The cups (hearts) correspond to the creative world, to the element water, and to the first H in IHVH. The swords (spades) correspond to the formative world, to the element air, and to the V in IHVH. The coins or pentacles (diamonds) correspond to the material world, to the element earth, and to the second H in IHVH.

In each suit are ten minor trumps, numbered consecutively from Ace to Ten. Thus the meaning of any numbered card in the minor trumps may be determined by combining the meanings of its number with the characteristics of the world represented by its suit. All the Twos, for example, suggest duplication, alternation and the like, and every one of them has some relation to the idea of Wisdom. So with the other numbered cards.

Besides the numbered cards, every suit of minor trumps contains four court cards, instead of the three found in modern packs of playing cards. They are:

KING, symbol of Spirit, the essential Self in man;

QUEEN, symbol of Soul, the inner “pattern” part of a particular human personality;

KNIGHT, symbol of that particular focus of energies, and of the personal sense of selfhood, which constitutes the Ego seated in the heart of a particular human personality;

PAGE, symbol of body, the personal vehicle of a particular human being.

The King of Wands is the idea of Spirit, the Queen of Wands the idea of Soul, the Knight of Wands the idea of personal energies, and the idea of what may be called “Egoity,” the Page of Wands the idea of body. Similarly the court cards of Cups symbolize the patterns of Spirit, Soul, personal energies and body; those of Swords stand for the processes requisite to the manifestation of Spirit, Soul, personal energies and body; those of Coins or Pentacles represent the actualized manifestation of Spirit, Soul, personal energies and body in a particular human being.

The more important part of the Tarot, with which this book is mainly concerned, consists of twenty-two cards, called major trumps. These are pictures, numbered consecutively from Zero to Twenty-one. Every major trump has a special title, which affords an important clue to its meaning. In addition, every major trump corresponds to one of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet. This alphabet differs from others in that every letter has a name. These twenty-two letter-names are Hebrew nouns, and every one of them designates some familiar natural object. They follow one another in logical sequence, bringing to the mind’s eye a series of pictures. These pictures call up in every human mind, irrespective of race, certain basic associations of ideas. Hence, in studying any major trump of the Tarot, we begin with the mental image called up by the name of the Hebrew letter to which it corresponds.

In addition to the clues afforded by the numbers and titles of the major trumps, or Keys, and by the associations of ideas suggested by the letter-names, we find others derived from certain traditional occult interpretations of the Hebrew letters. These are given in an ancient volume of Qabalistic wisdom. The name of this book is the Sepher Yetzirah, or Book of Formation. From it are taken all occult attributions of the Hebrew alphabet given herein, with the exception of the attributions of the sun, moon and planets to the seven letters technically known as “doubles”, because each of them has a hard and a soft pronunciation.

In all ancient copies of The Book of Formation, the planetary attributions to the double letters are purposely mixed, in order to mislead uninitiated readers into whose hands the book might fall. The correct attributions were reserved for mouth-to-ear instruction. When the first edition of this book was published in 1927, these attributions had never appeared in print outside the writings of the present author, except in one article published in The Occult Review for March, 1910, and in certain other publications more or less directly inspired by the author of that article. He received his knowledge from an occult society, under seals of secrecy which he violated by his publications of the true correspondence. He has been followed by other members of the same society, who offer the excuse that bad management in the society itself threatened the loss of its knowledge. Whether this be a valid excuse for breaking a solemn obligation, the reader must judge for himself; but it is only fair to add that the society in question rests under grave suspicion of having acted with considerably less than good faith in imposing obligations to keep secret knowledge which was by no means its exclusive possession, and to custody of which it had, to say the least, a most dubious title. The present writer worked out the attribution of the planets to the double letters from hints given in The Book of Formation, and from the Tarot itself, in the year 1907. His knowledge of the attributions was therefore in the nature of a recovery, and he violates no obligation in making it public.

Instead of tabulating all the letters and their meanings together, this book will give a separate explanation of every letter in connection with the major trump to which it corresponds. The various meanings and attributions should be read, digested and elaborated by every student who seeks to arrive at the deeper significance of Tarot.

In the first edition of my book, entitled Introduction to the Study of The Tarot, the descriptions of the symbolism were based on the Tarot known as the “Rider pack,’’ drawn by Miss Pamela Coleman Smith under the supervision of Dr. Arthur Edward Waite. Dr. Waite had access to many occult manuscripts relating to Tarot. In some of his later writings he endeavored to throw dust in the eyes of the uninitiated by pretending to believe that the attribution of the cards to the letters exposed by the revelations before-mentioned was not the true arrangement. Yet his own rectifications of the symbolism and numbering of earlier exoteric versions of this picturebook of Ageless Wisdom are sufficient evidence that he understood and accepted the validity of this attribution.

For example, in accordance with an old esoteric tradition, he transposed the numbering of the cards named Strength and Justice. Exoteric editions of Tarot, current in Italy and France subsequent to the eighteenth century, gave the number 11 to Strength, and 8 to Justice. In the Rider pack these numbers were reversed, as they are in Tarot packs belonging to certain occult schools.

The reason for this is that whatever card is numbered 8 represents the zodiacal sign Leo, and the picture entitled Strength shows a woman taming a red lion. Similarly, whatever card is number 11 corresponds to the sign Libra, and the picture entitled Justice shows a woman, carrying the scales (Libra). Furthermore, a great many details in the twenty-two major trumps of the Rider pack depend for their meaning on this same attribution of the major trumps to the Hebrew letters. These were pointed out in the first edition of Introduction to the Study of the Tarot.

In the present work, the twenty-two illustrations are reproductions of the Tarot Keys used by the Builders of the Adytum. They were drawn by Jessie Burns Parke, of Boston, under the supervision of the present writer. This was felt to be necessary for two reasons: 1. the obscuration of certain details in the symbolism, so that captious critics might find reason for doubting the interpretations; 2. the alteration of other Keys, so as to make them expressions of Dr. Waite’s personal ideas, rather than correct statements of their original meaning.

The twelve flaming fruit on the tree behind the male figure in Key 6, the Lovers, is an example of the obscuration just mentioned. In the Rider pack it is by no means clear that every one of these is a triple flame. Another such detail is the substitution, in Key 14, of iris flowers for the rainbow which, in our version, as in the esoteric versions as yet unpublished, is placed over the head of the angel. To be sure, one who is sufficiently familiar with mythology might see a relation between the flowers and the rainbow goddess Iris; but there can be no question as to the meaning of the bow itself.

Keys 4, 13 and 19 of the Rider pack afford examples of marked departure from the traditional Tarot symbolism. This will be evident to anybody who has opportunity to compare the Rider Keys with the crude exoteric designs reproduced in Papus’ book The Tarot of the Bohemians, or with those published in the same book after designs made by Oswald Wirth.

Miss Parke, unfortunately, adhered rather too closely to the tricks of style used by Miss Smith when the latter drew the Rider pack. In spite of this, she succeeded admirably in executing a set of Tarot Keys which are explicit in the details of their symbolism. There are no “blinds” in this version, and every symbol is intended to mean just what it is said to signify in the explanations given in the following chapters.

The attribution of the major trumps to the Hebrew alphabet is the crux in Tarot study. Eliphas Levi knew it, but could not give it, because he received it from a secret order. He did, however, announce the fact that the major trumps correspond to the Hebrew letters, and then proceeded to give an attribution so patently absurd that one wonders how it ever gained credence.

The absurdity consists in putting the picture numbered Zero between those numbered Twenty and Twenty-one. Yet even this affords a clue to the correct arrangement. Eliphas Levi evidently chose this position for the Zero Key because the latter was thereby assigned to the only Hebrew letter (besides the one to which it rightly belongs) which is a symbol of Spirit.

The letter Shin, next to the last in the Hebrew alphabet, has the value 300, and 300 is the numeration of the Hebrew words RVCh ALHIM, Ruach Elohim. The English of these words is Life-Breath of the gods, or Spirit of God. Hence Qabalists call Shin the “Holy Letter,” because its number is the number of the name of the Divine Spirit. By assigning the Zero Key to this letter, Levi apprized his readers that the Tarot Fool is a symbol of the Holy Spirit.

There is, however, another letter in the alphabet which is also a symbol of Spirit, or Life-Breath, and this is Aleph, the first of the series. By attributing the Zero trump to Aleph we put it in its correct place, and then the other Tarot Keys are brought at once into correct relation to the letters whose occult meanings they symbolize.

It is, of course, obvious that in a series of numbered pictures including Zero and ending with Twenty-one, the logical place for Zero is at the beginning of the series. Zero is the mathematical symbol for the No-Thing which we are obliged to think of as subsisting before the manifestation of the relative Unity or Beginning represented by 1.

Again, there is a graceful allegory in the introduction to the Zohar, that classic of Qabalism, which tells how all the letters, beginning with Tav, and working backward through the alphabet, came before the Lord to prefer their claims to being accepted as the means whereby He would begin His creation. One by one they were rejected, until the letter Beth was chosen, because, being the initial letter of the Hebrew word signifying “Blessing,’’ it was truly representative of the beneficent character of the whole creation. This same letter Beth is the first letter in the Hebrew text of Genesis.

Beth having been accepted, after the rejection of all the letters following it in the alphabetical series, there remained the letter Aleph. So the Lord promised Aleph that, as a reward for modesty, it should be forever the first of all the letters, and the special symbol of the Divine Spirit.

Here we have additional reason for the attribution of the Key numbered 1, that is, The Magician, to the letter which has 2 for its numeral value. The subsisting Spirit, self-sustained before the beginning of manifestation, is No-Thing or Zero. So also is the sound of the letter Aleph an unaspirated breath, or simple out-breathing. The letter Beth, on the contrary, is a true consonant, and, even in English, is the initial of the verb “begin.” Aleph and Zero both symbolize the formless Spirit. Beth and One both stand for the first step in the series of creative activities.

Dr. Waite, Manly P. Hall, and some others have objected that this arrangement makes the numbers of the Keys and the numbers of the letters conflict. The answer to this is that the numbers printed on the Keys have one purpose, while those assigned to the letters have another.

The values of the Hebrew letters are used to determine the numerations of words. The numbers printed on the Tarot Keys determine the order of the pictures in the series. What is more, the letter values of the Hebrew alphabet are not serial. From Aleph to Teth they are the digits from 1 to 9; from Yod to Tzaddi they are reckoned by tens, from 10 to 90, and from Qoph to Tav by hundreds, from 100 to 400.

Thus the same objection, were it at all valid, would apply to Levi’s attribution, which assigned Key 1 to Aleph, Key 2 to Beth, and so on. This seems plausible, on the surface, because the series of Keys from 1 to 9 then corresponds by number to the digit values of the letters from Aleph to Teth. Key 10, were this arrangement correct, would correspond also to Yod, which has 10 for its value. But Key 11 will then be assigned to a letter numbered 20, Key 13 to a letter numbered 40, and so on. Then, at the end of the series, Key 0 is assigned by Levi to a letter numbered 300, while Key 21 is attributed to a letter numbered 400.

Finally, if we use the arrangement given hereafter, the symbols on the pictures do agree, without question, to the occult meanings of the letters to which they are assigned. Those meanings do not have to be read into the pictures. Each symbol may be tested by comparison with the researches of the best authorities, from the most ancient writers down to the present. These are universal signs, and their fundamental significance is the same the world over, in all periods of history, in all forms of religion, in all varieties of philosophy. They are, in fact, drawn from that stock of images, common to all men everywhere, stored in what Dr. Carl Jung calls the “collective unconscious.’’

These pictorial images are those we weave into dreams. They are the symbols of poets, dramatists and novelists, as well as the substance of the visions of seers and prophets. Thinking in pictures is the fundamental activity of the human mind. We see before we say. Words are but labels for man’s visual imagery.

Thus the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, because they are nouns, are actually twenty-two labels for mental pictures. From the same stock of pictures, by association, are drawn the occult attributions of the letters, and the symbols of the Tarot Keys. To make this clear, and to establish the correctness of this long-hidden attribution of the major trumps to the letters, is one of the main purposes of this book.

This attribution is as follows:

0. The Fool, Aleph.

1. The Magician, Beth.

2. The High Priestess, Gimel.

3. The Empress, Daleth.

4. The Emperor, Heh.

5. The Hierophant, Vav.

6. The Lovers, Zain.

7. The Chariot, Cheth.

8. Strength, Teth.

9. The Hermit, Yod.

10. The Wheel of Fortune, Kaph.

11. Justice, Lamed.

12. The Hanged Man, Mem.

13. Death, Nun.

14. Temperance, Samekh.

15. The Devil, Ayin.

16. The Tower, Peh.

17. The Star, Tzaddi.

18. The Moon, Qoph.

19. The Sun, Resh.

20. The Judgment, Shin.

21. The World, Tav.

In connection with the following explanations, you will find it useful to arrange the major trumps on a table, in the following order:

0

1      2      3      4      5      6      7

8      9      10    11    12    13    14

15    16    17    18    19    20    21

In this arrangement, the Zero Key is placed above the others to indicate that it precedes the whole series, and is not really included in the sequence of numbers. The pictures in the top row refer to powers or potencies ; those in the middle row are symbols of laws or agencies; those in the bottom row represent conditions or effects. Thus Key 1 is the power which works through the agency symbolized by Key 8 to modify the conditions or effects typified by Key 15. Again, Key 2 stands for the potency or principle which operates through the agency symbolized by Key 9 to modify the condition represented by Key 16. And so on, through the series.

Careful study of this tableau will reveal certain harmonies of number which are helpful in getting at the deeper meaning of the Keys. For example, the middle card in any horizontal row is the arithmetical mean term between three pairs of Keys on either side of it. That is, Key 4, in the top row, is the arithmetical mean between Keys 1 and 7, 2 and 6, and 3 and 5. Similarly, Key 11, in the middle row, is the mean between Keys 8 and 14, 9 and 13, 10 and 12. On the bottom row, Key 18 is the arithmetical mean between Keys 15 and 21, 16 and 20, and 17 and 19.

In like manner, every Key in the middle row is the arithmetical mean between the Key above it in the tableau, and the Key below. Thus 8 is the mean between 1 and 15, 9 the mean between 2 and 16, and so on.

In this tableau, therefore, Key 11 stands as the mean between ten pairs of Keys. These are, 1 and 21, 2 and 20, 3and 19,4and 18,5and 17,6and 16,7and 15,8and 14, 9 and 13, and 10 and 12. The members of these ten pairs stand in diametrically opposed positions in the tableau, and Key 11 is at the center of the whole scheme, where it is obviously a symbol of the agency which effects balance, or equilibration, among all the forces symbolized by the other Keys.

Careful inspection of the twenty-two Keys, laid out in this tableau, will reveal many other interesting and enlightening correspondences. It will also make clear the principle of antithesis utilized in designing the Keys. This principle may be observed also by comparing the letter-names of the Hebrew alphabet. It is applied consistently throughout the series, and conforms to fundamental laws of human thought.
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