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FOREWORD

Some four decades ago, I landed commissions to write a handful of teen occult thrillers. Though the publishers were looking for standard “teens in peril” stories, I tried to stretch the boundaries of what was possible and one of the ideas I cooked up had to do with a haunted tarot deck. Naturally I had to go out and buy myself a deck of tarot cards – to be specific the Rider-Waite-Smith deck. The same deck that sits next to my left hand as I write these words.

I was captivated by Pamela Colman Smith’s artwork, especially in the Major Arcana, and the way they illuminated the meanings of the cards. In preparation for writing the story, I did a careful study of the cards and then did some readings for myself. I was amazed (and somewhat disturbed) by how on point they were! I realized that, supernatural or not, the cards were making me look at and consider major issues in my life.

The teen thrillers, like many teen paper-back originals of the day, were meant to be somewhat disposable. Staying spiritually alive when writing that kind of thing requires trying to create a better book than you are being paid for, and that was very much what I tried to do with what became Eyes of the Tarot. Though these series had their day, they were soon out of print and forgotten.

So it was a surprise to receive a message from Travis McHenry telling me that Eyes of the Tarot had inspired him to begin his study of the tarot. Surprise turned to delight when I got an advance copy of An Occult Guide to the Tarot and found it to be a deep and wonderful exploration of the lore and use of the cards. Travis’s years of intense study and his love for tarot shows in this assured and deeply explored text.

That my modest fantasy thriller planted a seed in Travis, and that it would blossom into this brilliant book, is a wonder to me. To play with an old phrase, it was definitely not “something that I saw in the cards.” I find it deliciously ironic that the book you are now holding is the exact book I wished I could have found when I was writing my occult thrillers.


Life really does unfold in strange and mysterious ways! May this insightful book help you explore and understand some of them.

– BRUCE COVILLE
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INTRODUCTION






In 1993, I purchased my first deck of tarot cards after reading the young adult novel Eyes of the Tarot. It was a cheap little Rider-Waite-Smith Tarot deck. The images on the cards captivated me, and while the one-line explanations gave some sense of what each card meant, I was mystified about how to use them for divination. Eventually, I set the deck aside and did not pick it up again until 2013.

Like the Wheel of Fortune, fate moves at its own speed. Despite owning that tarot deck for 20 years, I didn’t start learning how to use it until I was 33 years old. I was going through my first divorce and transitioning into a corporate job – my my life felt pretty unstable. Working with the tarot at this cataclysmic time provided three important things:


	A tool to connect with my spirituality.

	A practical skill to focus on learning.

	A deep reservoir of history to research.



To begin my journey with the tarot, I pioneered a novel technique, performing a succession of 22 readings using each card of the Major Arcana as the significator card in a Celtic Cross spread. The challenge was to figure out how the meaning of the surrounding cards changed in relation to the significator card. For example, the Two of Cups appearing in the final card position had a very different meaning when my chosen significator card was the Lovers than when the significator card was the Moon. Through this method, I finally began to grasp the meanings of the cards and trust my intuition to guide me through a reading.

Just as I was getting comfortable with the cards, I quietly began to wonder who was originally responsible for deciding the meaning behind each card. I’d been using A. E. Waite’s 1911 book The Pictorial Key to the Tarot as my primary reference, but I knew that tarot cards were far older than the early 1900s, so I began digging deeper. I came to understand that the meanings behind the tarot were not decided by any one person, but were crafted from a tapestry of different sources over hundreds of years.

Rather than the scary buzzword it has become in today’s society, the word “occult” may be most easily defined as “something hidden.” This can apply to virtually any subject, but it is most frequently used to describe literature concerning alchemy, astrology, angels, demons, ritual magic, and various forms of divination. The medieval European authors of books on these topics were rightly fearful of persecution by religious authorities, so often wrote in coded language and deliberately hid their identities by attributing their manuscripts to King Solomon or Pope Honorius.

The secrecy behind their methods served a dual purpose: first, it prevented them from being arrested for heresy or witchcraft; second, it ensured only people who had been initiated into their magical circle would have access to this powerful information. In the present day, magic-workers (including witches, astrologers, Vodouists, and ceremonial magicians) continue to conceal their rites and rituals for these same reasons.

As I began reading old manuscripts to learn more about the origins of the tarot, laboriously translating their Latin, French, and German, it became agonizingly clear that there are still many unanswered questions and misconceptions about these cards. I resolved to unearth as much hidden information as I possibly could in the pursuit of truly understanding what sets tarot cards apart from all other forms of divination.

By 2017, this process led me to create and publish my own tarot deck. I collated everything I had learned about ritual magic, astrology, philosophy, and the Kabbalah and applied it to the tarot. The result was the Occult Tarot, a tool initially intended for my own personal use. Protecting powerful knowledge from the uninitiated was not a consideration when I first published the deck and its publication opened the door for a host of imitators to copy my work without understanding it at all.

Transmitting complex ideas and infor-mation about a topic as widely misunderstood as the tarot is a challenging endeavor that cannot be easily accomplished without citing sources, providing pictures, and discussing historical events in detail. Hence, this book not only tells the story of the tarot – the journey of the cards themselves and how each one acquired its meaning – but it also lifts the veil of commercialism that has obscured the very real and spiritual origins of tarot cards.

Creating this occult guide has required me to shatter many of the myths, mistakes, and deliberate lies previous authors have used to shroud the true power of the tarot in their attempts to hide its secrets from the uninitiated. As you journey through this book, remember the fundamental function of the tarot – what sets it apart from other cards and other forms of divination – is that, no matter which deck you use, tarot is designed to bring you spiritual inspiration and connection with the divine.

Congratulations, you are initiated.

Travis McHenry
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE TAROT







Where did tarot cards come from? It seems almost from their inception, these little rectangles of printed card stock have been shrouded in mystery. The earliest tarot scholars decided the cards were an ancient repository of knowledge: the mythical Book of Thoth, a grimoire of Egyptian magic which held the secrets of eternal life and connection with the divine forces all around us. Other legends have sprung up throughout the years concerning the nature of the tarot, emphasizing their value as fortune-telling devices utilized by the Romani people. However, the origins of tarot are far more mundane than they are mystical.

To understand the origin of tarot cards and what separates them from other kinds of gaming cards or divination tools, we must explore what motivated early Europeans to create them in the first place. Fortunately, there are many historical artifacts charting the evolution of gaming cards in the form of letters, books, artwork, and the cards themselves. Unfortunately, these artifacts are mostly contained on fragile paper which does not easily survive for long periods of time, meaning some of the earliest and most intriguing decks of cards are now lost to us forever.



THE FIRST PLAYING CARDS



Playing cards, the familiar 52-card deck found in casinos and on kitchen tables around the world, were the direct predecessors of tarot cards. Before the advent of playing cards, games were played using small pieces of carved bone, ivory, animal horn, wood, or other hard materials that were easily accessible. Carved dice date back to ancient Egypt; the Romans, too, greatly enjoyed playing dice games. Most ancient cultures had some form of board game using movable pieces on a slice of wood.

But early gamers discovered that playing cards had an important advantage over these other kinds of games. Paper is lighter and thinner than carved bone, so while a dice game might only contain a few pieces, a deck of cards can have 50 or more cards and still be easy to transport in a traveler’s backpack. Along with portability, the size of a deck meant that more people could potentially play a single game of cards. This made decks particularly appealing for Islamic traders to slip into their pockets before crossing the Mediterranean Sea, heralding the introduction of playing cards to Europe.

The civilization which ruled ancient Egypt has captured people’s imaginations for centuries. Even the ancient Greeks who first visited the pyramids, which had been built 2,000 years prior, were awestruck by their grandeur and wrote about their mysteries. Plato considered Egyptians to be the guardians of an otherwise lost primordial wisdom dating to the earliest period of human existence.


Tarot cards came to Europe through Muslim influence on the Iberian Peninsula in Spain and Portugal in the early 1300s; however, there is also evidence for their presence in Italy during the same early period. They were likely brought to both regions by the same traders crossing the Mediterranean Sea from Egypt.



During the Renaissance period, there was a universal belief that all questions regarding philosophy, religion, astronomy, and mathematics could be answered by successfully deciphering hieroglyphics, thereby lifting the veil obscuring ancient Egyptian knowledge of the natural world. Even after linguists cracked the code of hieroglyphics in the 1800s, it seemed like the ancient texts created more questions than they answered.

The fact that many Egyptian mysteries remain unsolved in the modern era, despite the best attempts by scientists, has only contributed to their occult status, making them more alluring to seekers of hidden wisdom. Despite their differences, occultists and scientists are unified in their belief that if only the right pieces of the puzzle can be uncovered, mysteries such as how the pyramids were built and why the Sphinx has such unusual proportions can finally be resolved.

For all these reasons, the tarot, like ancient Egypt, has become a convenient repository for anything unknown or mysterious. Questions which cannot easily be answered may be shrouded in the fog of Egyptian mysteries or cloaked in the veil of the tarot to make them more palatable and easy to digest. The word “occult” itself is defined simply as “hidden wisdom,” making the secrets of ancient Egypt a natural fit for authors of esoteric subjects – from aliens to psychic phenomena.

So, although it would be exciting for occultists to imagine that tarot cards as we know them today came from Egypt, that was not their place of origin, but merely a stopping point in the centuries-long development of playing cards. Prior to their arrival in Egypt, gaming cards were popular in both China and India. Current scholarship leans slightly toward Chinese leaves of paper, called Teen-tsze-pae, as the first true gaming cards.

Invented in 1120, these narrow, marked cards were used to play a game similar to dominoes and evolved from older bone or ivory game pieces. Not unlike card games today, the Chinese games were connected with drinking and gambling. But the rumored genesis is slightly loftier: Teen-tsze-pae are thought to have been created to entertain the emperor’s harem of concubines. Imagine a group of beautiful women throwing down cards while enjoying glasses of delicate wine as part of their typical weekend festivities – a scene that still rings true in our modern era.

At nearly the same time, in India, a game of paper cards was created that tried to move away from the purely recreational aspects of the Chinese cards by incorporating Hindu themes and imagery. Descriptions of games from this era suggest some of them required decks of cards divided into four suits – ostensibly representing the four castes: Priests, Warriors, Merchants, and Laborers. These four castes easily correlate to our interpretations of the four suits:


	Priests = Hearts = Cups

	Warriors = Spades = Swords

	Merchants = Diamonds = Coins

	Laborers = Clubs = Wands



Although some of the Indian games required four suits of cards, others utilized as many as ten different suits with eight to twelve cards per suit, creating rather large and somewhat cumbersome decks. However, larger decks with more cards permitted more people to join in the games. The deck with ten suits specifically represented the ten avatars of Vishnu, while decks of other sizes enshrined other Hindu deities.


An early ten-suited deck of cards from India represents the ten different avatars of Vishnu.

1. The Fish

2. The Tortoise

3. The Boar

4. The Lion

5. The Monkey

6. The Hatchet

7. The Umbrella

8. The Goat

9. The Buddha

10. The Horse



Over the next 100 years, a simplified 40-card variant of these Indian and Chinese card games using four suits of ten cards each migrated through Persia – where additional changes were presumably made, including the addition of two court cards, King and Vizier – before arriving in the Mamluk Sultanate in the early 1200s.

The Mamluk Sultanate stretched across the borders of the western Mediterranean Sea from Egypt to Syria. Ruled by a sultan, this empire was comprised of fierce warriors who fought on horseback and were highly mobile, fending off any threats to their territory with speed and military skill.

Mamluk culture was equally spiritual, intellectual, artistic, and militaristic, so it should come as little surprise that a competitive game that was also pleasing to the eyes and stimulating to the mind would become popular throughout the sultanate. Mamluk playing cards are richly decorated with traditional Muslim calligraphy, relying on intricate designs and repeating, interwoven patterns to fill each card with vibrant meaning.

Although the Indian and (to a lesser extent) Chinese playing cards depicted people as well as animals and geometric shapes, the Muslim prohibition against graven images meant that playing cards produced in the Mamluk Sultanate did not feature people on the court cards. Instead, they used elaborate symbology – similar to our modern ace cards – to convey the higher ranks of king, lieutenant/assistant, and second lieutenant/deputy assistant. Their four suits were polo sticks, cups, swords, and coins. The rank of queen was notably absent from the court cards.





INTO EUROPE



Exactly how these playing cards became integrated into European society is still a subject of debate among historians. But, most likely they were brought to the Iberian Peninsula in the 1300s, either by the Moors, who still held territory in what is today southern Spain, or by Spanish and Portuguese sailors who were slowly expanding their reach into the Middle East and along the coast of Africa.

In either case, as soon as playing cards arrived in Europe, the love spread quickly. The Spanish developed a passion for a Muslim card game called Na’ibs, which is the Arabic word for a king’s deputies, and also what the lesser-ranked court cards were called. Cards of the same name “from the country of the Saracens” were recorded in the Italian city of Viterbo in 1379. Viterbo, just north of Rome, is not a port city, nor does it have any remarkable connections to historical trade routes. So it must be concluded that in order for playing cards to have reached this city, they must have been present – and popular – elsewhere in Italy before 1379.

Though there are precious few examples of cards from this period, it appears that the Spanish were the first to reintroduce images of people on the cards. Although the Spanish partially imitated the style of the Mamluk playing cards by arranging the pips in pleasing geometric patterns on the numbered cards, the court cards were decorated with knights, kings, and valets. While it’s possible these characters were intended to be specific persons, there is no way to conclusively prove this as names were not added to the court cards until much later. However, these early figures do contain distinctive traits: the Knight of Swords has a Muslim shield and the Page of Coins has a dog at his feet, while another knight wears what appears to be a turban on his head.


Playing cards were possibly introduced to England by Eleanor of Castile, wife of King Edward I, who brought the game “Four Kings” along to entertain her court.



As quickly as they arrived in Europe, playing cards were condemned by the authorities, who viewed them as vices that contributed to immoral behavior. By the ethical creeds of the day, they weren’t wrong. Priests of all ranks from Portugal to Italy had seemingly become addicted to playing card games as well as gambling in general. It’s hard to follow the word of the Lord when it’s coming from the mouth of a man with a large gambling debt. In 1387, King John I of Castile issued an ordinance prohibiting the playing of cards or dice in public and private. Soon after, religious leaders across Europe followed with prohibitions of their own. In 1424, Saint Bernardino of Siena gave a sermon about the ill effects of playing card games, which he believed encouraged blasphemy, greed, envy, and anger. He went so far as to rally his parishioners with “bonfires of the vanities” where they gathered publicly to burn all kinds of “sinful” items, from wigs to playing cards. Germany was especially heavy-handed in restricting card games: authorities created a series of laws dictating who could and could not play card games. For example, in some jurisdictions, anyone working in city government was prohibited from playing cards. In 1463, the English parliament passed a law prohibiting the importation of all foreign playing cards.

Amid the backdrop of these fiery sermons about the spiritual dangers of playing cards, the noble families of Europe discovered that they enjoyed card games and did not want to stop playing them. King Charles VI of France, after going insane in 1393, was even given playing cards by his advisors in an effort to calm his mind. In northern Italy, nobles and commoners alike were such voracious card players that some historical sources accuse the Bolognese, Milanese, and Venetians of being addicted to gaming.

In the early 1400s a curious development occurred in these Italian states in the form of new picture cards being added to the usual 52-card deck. Unlike the numbered, suited cards, these cards were lavishly illustrated with mythological characters and allegorical figures representing the cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance. The ideas for these figures and the scenes surrounding them were derived from a popular art form called “triumphs.”

Triumphs were a conceptual art form that celebrated the best aspects of humanity and showcased the relationship between divine forces and human virtues. They often took the form of murals and paintings depicting abstract forces, such as love and eternity, as triumphal heroes on a chariot, riding in a massive parade.

Possibly the most influential of these triumphal processions was a poem called I Trionfi. This poem, written by Petrarch between 1351 and 1374, was accompanied by rich illustrations depicting each triumph in an illuminated manuscript. The six virtues chosen for the poem were love, chastity, death, fame, time, and eternity. These six triumphs formed the basis for the non-suited cards added to the standard pack of playing cards. They became known as “trumps” because in the game designed around them, they triumphed over (“trumped”) the numbered cards.

The person responsible for this innovation was Italian nobleman Filippo Maria Visconti, who was the Duke of Milan from 1412 to 1447. Visconti had a passion for playing cards, but, as ruler of a Catholic duchy, he was expected to be outwardly pious. In an effort to improve the Catholic Church’s attitude toward playing cards – and, perhaps to elevate his own spiritual experience while playing games – the duke created a new game called trionfi that relied on the use of elaborately painted trump cards.

With the addition of trump cards, Visconti and his fellow nobles were free to enjoy playing the card games they loved so much. Throughout the regal palaces of Italy, nobles of all ranks presented custom decks of cards to amuse their guests. By chance, one such guest at the Visconti palace during this time was Vlad Dracul, father of the infamous Vlad the Impaler, who was in Milan as an envoy of the King of Hungary.

Owing to his love for the arts, Visconti hired skilled artists to paint trionfi decks for his family, some of which were given away as presents to other noble families. These were not the kind of disposable, mass-produced cards we find today on Amazon. Each card in the Visconti deck was a carefully painted work of art executed by an expert hand with the finest materials available. Some of the decks were also illuminated with real gold leaf, making them truly priceless and even more inspirational to the nobles who played with them. The addition of gold would have made them glimmer in the light, practically shining with divine radiance.


The original Italian triumphs later became the trump cards in the tarot’s Major Arcana.


	Love = The Lovers

	Death = Death

	Chastity = The Hanged Man

	Fame = The Chariot

	Time = The Hermit

	Eternity = The World






Trump card meanings

Trump cards were designed to connect card players with the divine while enjoying a very earthly recreational activity. Players were supposed to be reminded of the importance of virtue, the dangers of sin, and the impermanent nature of our material existence.


	The Love card was a reminder that connections between family and friends should take precedence over the pursuit of material items such as money.

	The Death card was a reminder that all things must come to an end and we should not live as though there is no tomorrow.

	The Chastity card was a reminder to abstain from pleasures of the flesh, such as lust, the drinking of alcohol, and gluttony.

	The Fame card showed that we should take care with our legacy and try to accomplish something meaningful while we’re alive.

	The Time card was a reminder that our time on earth is limited.

	The Eternity card showed that after the end of our physical life, we could look forward to an eternal spiritual afterlife.





Over the next 80 years, the game of trionfi changed several times – the number of cards in the deck was not standardized until much later and came to be known by various names such as tarocchi, tarocho, and tarocchini, before the French discovered the game and named it “tarot.” By the early 1500s, playing card manufacturers all across Europe had begun etching their own designs based on the Visconti trumps. These were added to their existing playing card designs and were printed using either woodblocks or copperplates. The ability of printers to mass produce tarot cards led to an explosion in popularity, and card-makers struggled to keep up with the demand for their work.

Tarot cards proliferated across Europe, in no small part because they required no words to communicate their meanings and thus could be easily exported to foreign countries without a language barrier. This allowed for the development of a variety of regional patterns with differences in the trump cards and the court cards. It also paved the way for tarot to be used for an even greater purpose than Christianized spirituality. The widespread availability of tarot cards combined with the inherent beauty and mystery of their images would eventually lead to their use as a tool of divination in the hands of Europe’s enlightened magicians during the Industrial Revolution.


There has never been a single, definitive design for the tarot, although some patterns, such as the Tarot of Marseilles or the Rider-Waite-Smith Tarot, have been the dominant deck at various times.








FINDING THE MEANING OF THE TAROT



When he created his famous tarot deck in 1909, Arthur Edward Waite called it “A Wheel of Fortune,” alluding to the tarot’s tapestry of ever-changing meanings and uses.

William Rider, an esoteric publisher, had asked Waite to team up with artist Pamela Colman Smith to create a new tarot deck that embraced occult symbols and could be printed for the mass market to satisfy public demand for quality divination cards. Both Waite and Smith were members of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and had been deeply involved with the community of ritual magicians in England and France. From a publishing perspective, it was like asking Elvis Presley to write a book about music.

The Rider-Waite Tarot, now commonly known as the Rider-Waite-Smith deck, was first published in a small print runt in 1909, along with a detailed guide explaining the meaning behind each card. But where did those meanings originate? Where did Waite get his information about the tarot?

In the December 1909 edition of The Occult Review, Waite dismisses any notion that the tarot is of Egyptian origin. He points instead to France and Italy, while accusing publishers of embracing the Egyptian theory as a marketing gimmick. To create their own deck, Waite said he and Pamela Colman Smith accessed occult knowledge with the help of an unnamed third person. Together, these three summoned “channels of knowledge which are not in the open day.”

In plain speaking, they invented the meanings themselves by drawing upon centuries of occult literature to craft relevant meanings while maintaining a sense of mystery.

This may be a difficult pill to swallow for many tarot readers, but there is nothing wrong with the process used by Waite and Smith to give meaning to their cards. Smith was an astute student of art history and symbolism, and Waite was an esoteric scholar who had studied every preexisting tarot deck – he had even written the preface for Papus’s The Tarot of the Bohemians. Waite was also a ritual magician in the Golden Dawn, giving him the necessary background to craft, with Smith, a divination tool that would continue to be a worldwide bestseller more than 100 years later.


“We have now seen that there is no particle of evidence for the Egyptian origin of Tarot cards.”

ARTHUR EDWARD WAITE

THE PICTORIAL KEY TO THE TAROT



Although tarot did not originate in ancient Egypt, that does not mean it is not a repository of wisdom and a potential tool for spiritual advancement. After all, the first Italian tarot decks were hand-painted masterpieces of art designed to stimulate aesthetic sensibilities as well as the soul. Arguably, this pairing of art, games, and spiritual enlightenment is in some ways a symbol of the birth of the Renaissance in Italy, when science, art, and mathematics began to flourish. New ideas and inventions spread out of Italy and across Europe, influencing a broad cultural explosion of innovation and discovery.

Along with the Renaissance came an upheaval in religious thought. As belief in science and objective logic began to take hold on a broader social scale, it challenged the centuries-old doctrine of the Catholic Church, and there followed a rise in alternative religious thought. In Italy, this coincided perfectly with the arrival of displaced Greek scholars, carrying ancient scrolls as they fled the advancing Ottoman Empire after the fall of Constantinople.

An important subset of the Greek literature that arrived in Italy was “magical” in nature, consisting of treatises on astrology, religious rituals, and natural magic. Most of this material originated in the Library of Alexandria, where the Greeks, Egyptians, Persians, and Jews all gathered together to share their scholarship of the world as they understood it. These manuscripts form the core of what we today call “occult knowledge.”

The magical texts explained how to make amulets for protection, which plants could be used for healing, and how to use the stars to predict which days were most auspicious for going into battle. Throughout the late medieval period and early Renaissance, the manuscripts were translated into Latin and quietly circulated among alchemists, astrologers, and philosophers, many of whom made handwritten copies with additions from their own French, German, or English libraries.

With its authority on the decline, the Catholic Church was eager to destroy these texts by branding them “heretical” and condemning their authors to be burned at the stake as sorcerers. This is why Renaissance magicians often wrote in code and always used pseudonyms. Some of the most popular pseudonyms of the late medieval period and early Renaissance were King Solomon, Hermes Trismegistus, and Pope Honorius III, among others. If a suspected sorcerer was caught by the Inquisition with a book of magic by King Solomon, he could always claim it celebrated God because it was written by a Biblical prophet.


Many Renaissance books of ritual magic and alchemy were written in code to protect their secrets from the uninitiated and religious authorities alike. Early tarot scholars believed the cards contained a similar system of coded information, accessible only to the initiated – this tradition of esoteric symbology has now become an integral part of tarot artistry.



By the late 1600s, hundreds of these manuscripts were floating around the academies of Europe, while the salons of France were filled with the card-playing bourgeois, creating an environment ripe for cartomancy – divination by cards. Most historians speculate it was Romani fortune-tellers who first used playing cards for divination; however, printers started publishing purpose-built oracle decks in Germany, France, Italy, and Spain as early as the mid-1600s. These cards often featured simple images combined with text suggesting a future outcome, and most decks had a dual use as playing cards.

It was not until the late 1700s that tarot cards were first combined with old occult manuscripts to create a new form of cartomancy. The person behind this innovation was French author Antoine Court de Gébelin. Court de Gébelin was not an occultist, but he was interested in the idea that ancient knowledge of the world secretly permeated all aspects of human culture. His book Le Monde primitif (“The Primitive World”) was an encyclopedic work that tried to establish that everything known in the modern world is merely an echo of what was already known in the past.

The idea that ancient civilizations were technologically and philosophically advanced is best illustrated by the “mysteries” surrounding the Egyptian pyramids and other megalithic structures created in the distant past. While still writing Le Monde primitif (the book was published in multiple volumes over the course of ten years), Court de Gébelin began corresponding with French nobleman Louis-Raphaël-Lucrèce de Fayolle, Count de Mellet, who had an interest in the history of playing cards and was probably the first to speculate that they originated in China.

As a result of their correspondences, Court de Gébelin made the unusual decision to include an essay about the tarot written by Count de Mellet in Volume 8 of his book. This essay tried to link specific Egyptian concepts to the Tarot of Marseilles, which was a popular pattern of cards found in France and elsewhere from the 1600s onward. For example, he claimed that “Tarot” meant “Doctrines of Mercury,” the Devil represented the god Set as the “the father of evils,” and The World represented the goddess Isis inside an egg. Count de Mellet helpfully provided translations of Egyptian hieroglyphics as evidence to support his theory that the tarot had been created to share the secrets of the fabled Book of Thoth, a legendary scroll of magic spells that could bring enlightenment and everlasting life.


“This Egyptian book, the only survivor of their superb libraries, exists in our day… This book is in a word the game of Tarot.”

ANTOINE COURT DE GÉBELIN

LE MONDE PRIMITIF



In addition to being the first author to design a spread for laying out tarot cards for divination purposes, the count was also the first to propose that the 22 cards of the Major Arcana were equated to the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. He developed this connection by asserting that when they fled Egypt with Moses the Hebrews carried Egyptian wisdom with them, incorporating it into their own culture, including their alphabet.

Despite his lasting contributions to the tarot, Count de Mellet’s Egyptian translations were completely wrong. For example, the word “tarot” was the French name for the Italian game of tarocchini, Set was not explicitly evil (even defending the sun god Ra in some depictions), and Horus, not Isis, was born inside an egg. The Rosetta Stone would not be discovered for another eight years, and hieroglyphics would not be deciphered until much later. But none of this mattered to the card-buying public of France at the time.

The publication of Le Monde primitif in 1781 sparked an intense interest in the tarot as a tool of divination and a means to unlock the forbidden knowledge of the ancients. The book inspired French author Jean-Baptiste Alliette, writing under his adopted name “Etteilla” (his last name spelled backwards), to compose a handbook of card divination. Published in 1783, this book was strangely self-titled, like the debut album of a rock band: Etteilla, Instructions on the Art of Drawing Cards.

Etteilla had previously published a book on cartomancy that utilized numerology – and, to a lesser extent, astrology – to assign meanings to a standard pack of playing cards. Although he believed in the divinatory possibilities of numbers and the predictive traits of astrology, Etteilla claimed he was not a practicing magician or an occultist. Like many scholars during the Age of Enlightenment, he recognized that old religious superstitions needed to be discarded in favor of science – math and astronomy being two of the most valuable.

In Instructions on the Art of Drawing Cards, Etteilla originated many aspects of tarot divination that have become commonplace today. The idea that the tarot’s astrological meanings could be envisioned as a wheel, upon which the 78 cards rotated like spokes, was outlined in several charts, with the first twelve cards representing the first twelve signs of the zodiac. However, Etteilla claims this system was used by the Egyptians, who actually utilized a completely different astrological system based on the movements of specific stars, which the Greeks called “decans.”

Over the next nine years, Etteilla published at least 15 books on the topic of tarot, cartomancy, astrology, and divination. These works culminated in the creation of his first tarot deck in 1789. This deck, named Grand Etteilla, was the first tarot deck purposely created for divination. Although the Major Arcana cards deviated from the traditional trumps, their meanings are generally consistent with our modern interpretations.

Etteilla picked the perfect moment to release his fortune-telling deck. Just as Grand Etteilla hit the store shelves, the French Revolution erupted in Paris, turning the entire country upside down. The wealthiest people in France – the nobility, merchants, and clergy – suddenly feared for their lives, never knowing if their heads would be the next to fall under the guillotine. This wave of uncertainty caused a rabid appetite for tarot cards, playing cards, and the services of fortune-tellers. Another cartomancer, Marie Anne Lenormand, also thrived during this period, and later published numerous books detailing her unique methods of divination with cards.


A. E. Waite and Aleister Crowley

The two most popular tarot decks of the 20th century were the Rider-Waite-Smith Tarot, created by A. E. Waite and Pamela Colman Smith, and the Thoth Tarot, created by Aleister Crowley and Lady Frieda Harris. Waite and Crowley were both members of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, a fraternal organization devoted to practicing ceremonial magic. They did not see eye-to-eye on the Order’s philosophies and parted ways as bitter enemies. Their conflicting spiritual views led them to view the tarot in very different ways. Despite their differences, today many tarot practitioners enjoy using both decks, proving that there really is no definitive method to using tarot cards!



The work started by Etteilla and Lenormand was continued by French occultists who saw the tarot as a tool for transformation and self-realization. Two figures in particular did more to popularize the hidden knowledge of the tarot than any others: Éliphas Lévi, a former seminary student who worked as a tutor, and physician Gérard Encausse, who wrote under the pen name Papus. These two scholars returned to the old occult books and incorporated their ancient magical principles into the 78-card structure of the tarot by adding more Kabbalistic associations beyond the 22 cards of the Major Arcana.
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