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THE MYSTERY OF THE TAROT

The origins of the Tarot are so veiled in the mists of time that it is only natural for myths and legends to surround it. Superstition, flights of fancy, and speculation have added their own patterns to the rich and colorful tapestry of Tarot lore and have only deepened its aura of magic and mystery. Cults have grown up around one or another historical theory, and sometimes their adherents have become fanatical in proclaiming the one and only “truth.” But the better-informed investigators retain a certain amount of flexibility—even skepticism—and make no ironclad assertions.

The truest claim we can make is that the Tarot is a symbolic record of human experience. Through deeply rooted mystic powers, the cards accomplish miracles of psychological insight, wise counsel and accurate divination.
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THE TAROT DEFINED

The ancient and mystic pack of cards called the Tarot never fails to evoke the curiosity of the uninitiated. “What are the Tarot cards?” “What makes them so different from our own playing cards?” “Can they really foretell the future?” “Can anyone learn how to read them?”

This book is devoted to answering these and many other questions and to give the reader a knowledge of the Tarot—its history, its links to other occult sciences, and the way it is used to shed light upon the past, the present, and the future.

Everyone agrees that modern playing cards are directly descended from one part of the Tarot—the resemblances between parent and child are too striking to be accidental. In both we find cards numbered one to ten, followed by pictures or “court” cards. And just as the Joker is unnumbered and has no assigned place in our deck, the Fool in the Tarot is also without a number of its own or a preordained position—yet both are ever present in their respective packs.

There are 78 cards in the Tarot, of which 56 (those most like modern cards) are equally divided among four suits—Wands, Cups, Swords, Pentacles—analogous to our Clubs, Hearts, Spades, and Diamonds. These suit cards are known as the Minor Arcana (arcana is the Latin word for secrets). They are followed by 22 cards called the Major Arcana—cards that depict symbolic figures, elements in nature, the experiences of Man in his spiritual journey, his hopes and fears, his joys and sorrows.

The Major Arcana, as can be seen, bear little resemblance to modern cards. Their illustrations are drawn from the treasurehouse of universal symbols and images, from the legends, myths, philosophies, religions, and magic beliefs of the human race. Undoubtedly the wise men and seers through whom the Tarot is believed to have been transmitted over more than seven centuries were thoroughly versed in the astrological, numerological, and Kabalistic teachings of the ancients, and all these influences are reflected in the cards. The Tarot, nevertheless, remains a unique and independent discipline with its own divinatory powers and its own spiritual content.

Most of us are interested in character analysis, glimpses of the future, solutions to immediate dilemmas—all of which we can seek in the Tarot. But there are also those who will value the Tarot’s help in meditation. The student of metaphysics gains remarkable insights into the inner meanings of the cards; the artist, constantly concerned with images and symbols, draws heightened creativity from contemplating the many-dimensional beauty of the cards; the Biblical student finds that the Tarot illuminates many passages in the Old and New Testaments. And since the Tarot is the key that unlocks the wisdom of the ancient philosophers, it reveals its most profound messages to the dedicated scholar and practitioner. (In this it is not unlike the ideographic writing of the Chinese, the hieroglyphics of the Egyptians, the picture writing of the Mayans.)

It is not necessary, however, to understand all the hidden secrets of the cards at first—or even second—glance. When the student is ready, the Tarot will begin to reveal its mysteries. And it is not imperative to “believe in the cards” for them to yield results—you don’t have to take them on blind faith. Eventually you will tap the occult powers of the Tarot, and you will turn to it when dilemmas beset you.

If you consult an experienced “Reader” for help, you become what is called the “Querent,” with an unspoken question you want answered. After laying out the cards in accordance with one of the methods described in this book, the Reader will interpret what the cards are trying to tell you. But you yourself can learn the definitions of the symbols as given in the Glossary, as well as from the detailed descriptions and pictures of each of the cards in the body of the book. Then, after mastering one or another of the techniques for laying the cards out, you can before long try to read them. At first, of course, you will be turning back to the definitions again and again, but with persistence you will be rewarded.

The first Tarot cards were painted on parchment or thin sheets of ivory, silver, or even gold. The design for each card had to be drawn anew and colored by hand. Therefore the cards became the playthings of the nobles, who could afford to assign an artist to paint their own individual sets. Often the aristocracy had the Court cards drawn to resemble members of their own family or court.

Eventually, handmade cardboard became available, and then the designs were traced and painted with watercolors. Later still, in Nuremberg (about 1430), block printing was done from hand-carved wooden blocks. Thus some of the early cards are crude in design, and their details are often indistinct.

To reduce the cost of a Tarot deck, or perhaps because the Major Arcana were not used in the game of Tarroc, these 21 cards were dropped from the pack, as were the four Queens. At a later date, the Queens were evidently restored to some decks, and the Knights eliminated. Decks in this latter form are to this day used in the Spanish and Italian game of Tarroc. The cards from southern Germany developed a somewhat different pattern—bells for Pentacles, acorns for Swords, leaves for Wands, and hearts for Cups.

The cards depicted in this book are only one set of the many that have appeared during the long history of the Tarot. They are those used by A. E. Waite in his book The Pictorial Key to the Tarot (1910), and they have become standard for most of the English-speaking world. First published by William Rider & Son, Ltd., they are called the Rider Pack.

When people ask you, “What is the Tarot?” you should know a good part of the answer after you have read the text and studied the strange and beautiful pictures. Those who are embarking on this quest for wisdom and guidance will find it an exciting and rewarding journey with the help of the Tarot—our priceless heritage from the ancients.
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HISTORY OF THE TAROT

The true Tarot is symbolism: it speaks a language that arises from the collective mind of Man. Given an understanding of the inner meaning of the symbols, the cards yield, on the highest plane, mystic powers and esoteric wisdom. And although there are various theories about the Tarot and many different versions of the cards, no one of them can claim final truth and any one of them may contribute some illumination.

As an analogy, consider the hundreds of paintings and statues of Venus that have been made through the centuries. The goddess appears in numerous varied guises, according to the artist’s own conceptions and the time in which he lived. Yet the representations retain recognizable characteristics, even though not only ideas but also styles and methods of drawing, painting, and sculpting are constantly changing.

So it has been with the Tarot. Occultists, historians, and artists have modified details as new researches present new evidence, but the best of these changes retain the basic symbolism.

The origins of the Tarot are so veiled in the mists of time that it is only natural for myths and legends to have grown up—particularly around the Major Arcana. Superstition, flights of fancy, and speculation have added their own patterns to the rich and colorful tapestry of Tarot lore and, curiously enough, have only deepened its aura of magic and mystery. Cults have grown up around one or another historical theory, and sometimes their adherents have become fanatical in proclaiming the one and only “truth.” But the better-informed investigators retain a certain amount of flexibility—even skepticism—and make no ironclad assertions.

The Gypsies say that the hidden knowledge of the Tarot was originally brought by their people from Chaldea and Egypt into Israel and thence to Greece. “Papus” (Dr. Gerard Encausse), a leading French occultist, is quoted as saying: “The Gypsy … has given us the key which enables us to explain all the symbolism of the ages.… In it, where a man of the people sees only the key to an obscure tradition, [are] discovered the mysterious links which unite God, the Universe and Man.”

It seems incontrovertible that there is some link between the Tarot and the Gypsies in their worldwide wanderings. The Gypsies did indeed roam through Europe at about the same time that the Tarot cards began to be used around the shores of the Mediterranean. They are heard of in Austria in the twelfth century and in Rumania in the fourteenth. (It is interesting to note that the Hungarian Gypsy’s word for a pack of cards is “tar.”)

Legend has it that as pagan cults became the victims of Christian persecution, the Hierophants (priests of the Eleusinian Mysteries) handed down their ancestral lore to the Gypsies, who undertook to transmit it only to those deemed worthy. For who would suspect that a wandering Gypsy was the custodian of so precious a treasure? It is said that the Gypsy was also entrusted with the secrets of the Gnostics, the Montanists, and the Manichaeans, as well as the Albigenses. These last were one of the sects of the Cathari, whose headquarters were the town of Albi. They flourished in the twelfth century but were exterminated in the thirteenth by the Crusades and the Inquisition. The Albigenses accepted the belief in dualism, renouncing marriage and eating no animal food. The Gypsies claim they also guarded the mysteries that were later embodied in the Jewish Kabalah, as well as those of the Masonic Order.

One of the most fascinating stories claiming that the Tarot originated in Egypt relates that after the great library at Alexandria was destroyed, the city of Fez (in what is now Morocco) became the intellectual capital of the world, to which wise men traveled from near and far. Needing to create a common tongue—for they spoke in many languages—they set about inventing a method of communication. To this end, they prepared a picture book abounding in mystic symbols. A key to the meanings of these signs was handed down by word of mouth from initiate to initiate. To preserve the secrecy of their messages, the symbols were later reproduced on seemingly innocuous cards that were used in games of chance by more frivolous men who could not possibly decipher their true significance.

Another hypothesis attributes the invention of the Tarot to Thoth, counselor to Osiris. He was the scribe of the Egyptian gods, measurer of time, inventor of numbers, and the god of wisdom and magic, who is often depicted as having the head of the ibis. It has also been reported that interpretations of the 22 cards of the Major Arcana at one time formed part of the initiation ceremonies for the Egyptian priesthood. One thing is certain: many of the Tarot symbols are clearly derived from Egyptian mythology.

A study of the cards also discloses a close relationship to the Kabalistic lore of the ancient Hebrews. In short, there can be no doubt that whoever actually invented the Tarot knew ancient religions and philosophies and embodied many of their symbols in the cards. However, their deeper implications may have been lost or deliberately hidden during the time when the Gypsies of southern France, Spain, and Italy used them as their stock-in-trade in telling fortunes.

Granting these influences (as well as those of the Hebrew alphabet, color symbolism, Numerology, and Astrology), the truest claim we can make is that the Tarot is a symbolic record of human experience. Through deeply rooted mystic powers, the cards accomplish miracles of psychological insight, wise counsel, and accurate divination.

The earliest date attributed to the Tarot cards seen in European museums is 1390, though the actual origin of the cards is said to go back to the twelfth century. In the Museo Correr at Venice, there are some cards dating from around 1445; the so-called Minchiati set, of about the same period, is thought to be in private hands in Milan.

In the fourteenth century, Jacques Gringonneur, astrologer and Kabalist, is said to have invented playing cards for the amusement of Charles VI of France. There is some doubt that these were complete Tarot decks, but one suspects that they may well have been part of a deck with astrological and Kabalistic symbols that Gringonneur had been working on for years.

In England, the Tarot was known in the reign of Edward IV (fifteenth century). The king forbade the importation of the cards; nevertheless, the Tarot found its way from the caravans of the Gypsies into the homes of the nobles, where it was kept hidden for fear of reprisals. After the French Revolution, a new freedom swept Europe; esoteric sects and mystic lodges flourished once again.

In the eighteenth century, the illustrious French scholar Court de Gébelin, who was the first to suggest that the Tarot might be of Egyptian origin, unearthed the Tarot cards while doing research for his many-volumed works. Gébelin’s rediscovery came at a time when people were interested in Rosicrucianism, Masonry, the Kabalah, and Astrology. The climate was propitious for the Tarot and its mysticism to reenter the occult thought of the day. The “Marseilles deck,” the cards frequently used as a source today, stem from those depicted in Gébelin’s book Le Monde Primitif, published in 1773.

Ten years later, a fashionable fortuneteller named Ettiela undertook to restore to their original form Court de Gébelin’s version of the Tarot figures. In doing this he added some highly unorthodox changes of his own, which later experts discarded. Ettiela was the first, however, to suggest a link between the Tarot and Astrology and the Kabalah.

After a long interval, in 1854 there was a revival of interest with the publication of Eliphas Levi’s Dogma and Ritual of Transcendental Magic. This book, the first in a series of occult writings by Levi, names the Tarot as his prime source. He traces the connection between the 22 cards of the Tarot’s Major Arcana and the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet. In his book, he places the Fool, Key 0, between Keys 20 and 21, and this sequence has been followed by French occultists ever since.

The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn was founded in England in 1886 as a result of the discovery and deciphering of some ancient manuscripts on occult initiation. One of the interests of the members of the Order seems to have been the proper placing of the Fool in the pack. The leader of the Golden Dawn, S. L. MacGregor Mathers, author of The Kabalah Unveiled, later wrote a small booklet called The Tarot, Its Occult Signification, Use in Fortune-Telling, and Method of Play, Etc. This is again in print.

In 1889, “Papus” (Dr. Gerard Encausse) published The Tarot of the Bohemians, using revised designs by a contemporary, Oswald Wirth, and attributing Levi’s interpretations to them. A. E. Waite wrote the preface to Papus’s book when it was republished in England about 1900; that book is also now available.

Of all the old sets of cards that had sprung up through the centuries, some containing as many as 140 cards, it was generally agreed among occultists that the set known as the Marseilles Tarot was the purest source. It had the correct number of 22 Major Trumps, and the designs had suffered less corruption and distortion in the course of time.

Another member of the Golden Dawn, Arthur Edward Waite, an English occultist to whom we have referred more than once in these pages, published his own book, The Pictorial Key to the Tarot, in 1910. At his direction a new set of cards (the pack used in this book) was drawn by the well-known English artist Pamela Colman Smith, after Waite’s own conception of the symbolism of the cards. This was called the Rider Pack. Waite was able to restore in great part the original symbolic meanings that had been lost or changed in the passage of time. There are those who say that the symbols had been deliberately changed, in some cases to throw the Roman Church off the track and prevent the priests from appropriating the Tarot’s verities for their own purposes.

Paul Foster Case, an American, has published an excellent book, The Tarot, A Key to the Wisdom of the Ages. He was one of the last members of the Golden Dawn, and had access to their records and notes. Case presents only the Major Arcana, and uses some of the modifications of the Rider Pack; as I understand it, these are similar to the unpublished ones of the Golden Dawn.

A new English writer, Gareth Knight, exhibits great understanding of the Tarot in his two-volume work A Practical Guide to Qabalistic Symbolism (1965).

The exact placement of the Fool has always caused much discussion and still does; the English books on the subject have tried various placements in order to bring the meanings of the Hebrew alphabet more in line with the meanings of the cards. (This subject will be discussed more fully in the section on the Tarot and the Kabalah.)

Aleister Crowley, controversial English critic and devotee of Black Magic, became a member of the Order of the Golden Dawn, as did Israel Regardie, for some years Crowley’s secretary. Both felt that the Fool should be placed before Key 1 in the Major Arcana, since zero precedes the number one. Crowley, in The Book of Thoth (1944), says that this is obviously the proper place and that any mathematician would agree.

Many other contemporary scholars, writers, and psychologists have been interested in, and inspired by, the study of the Tarot. Psychoanalysts have looked with respect upon the symbols and their connection with the subconscious activities of the human psyche. Among those who have taken cognizance of the Tarot are T. S. Eliot, in The Waste Land; Charles Williams, in The Greater Trumps; William Lindsay Gresham, in Nightmare Alley; and P. D. Ouspensky, in A New Model of the Universe. A. E., the famous Irish poet, belonged to the Order of the Golden Dawn, and the poet W. B. Yeats was also a member of a secret order that dealt with the Tarot’s occult traditions. The followers of the famous psychoanalyst C. G. Jung see symbols in the cards that relate to the archetypes of the collective unconscious. Albert Pike’s Morals and the Dogma of the Scottish Rites makes reference to the cards; and Thomas Troward, a founder of New Thought and one of the clearest exponents of the Science of Mind, has devoted serious thought to the spiritual significance of this “oldest book known to man.”

Thus, even though the precise time and place of the Tarot’s genesis are not firmly established, and even though the Tarot has gone through many transmutations over the centuries (and the legends and myths still multiply), it survives serenely, elusive at times but inspiring, a living demonstration of the truth “that there are more things in heaven and earth … than are dreamt of” in most people’s philosophies.
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