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Discover the power of the tarot to see the future, explain the present and develop your psychic

skills.The Tarot excels as one of the most powerful tools for divination, spiritual growth, and

psychic skill building. For centuries, its mysterious symbols have opened the gateways to the

spiritual realms.This is a complete, comprehensive and universal guide to everything you need

to use any Tarot deck. It covers the history and evolution of the Tarot, the meanings of the

cards, and step-by-step instructions for using card spreads for readings and personal

insights.In addition, you will learn how to use the Tarot in meditation and in the interpretation of

your dreams. Easy to understand diagrams will guide you in the creation of your own unique

spreads. An extensive glossary of symbols will aid your study and skill with any deck of your

choosing.This is the perfect guide for both novice and advanced student on using the Tarot for

personal growth and building a clientele.
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Tarot is a magnificent spiritual journey. The cards continually reveal new information, insights,

and discoveries. My own involvement with the Tarot began many years ago when I had a

reading with a Tarot psychic. I was immediately entranced by the card images, which conveyed

much more than was apparent on the surface. Intrigued, I wanted to learn the language of the

symbols so that I, too, could read the cards. I studied the Tarot, learned how to read the cards,

and began giving readings. Like many Tarot enthusiasts, I started with the Waite-Smith deck

(also known as the Rider-Waite deck). Over time, my work with the Tarot expanded to include

other decks, and I experimented with new ways to use the cards.Around 1989-90, I met Robert

Michael Place, a wonderful artist, jewelry designer, and expert on alchemy, a subject I was

studying myself. Bob was at work on a Tarot deck that incorporated alchemical symbolism. We

struck up a friendship and collaboration that produced two book and deck sets, The Alchemical

Tarot and The Angels Tarot. I tell the full story later on in this book—it was an amazing

experience of profound dreams, visions, and creative inspiration.Of all the decks I have used, I

still prefer The Alchemical Tarot, a versatile and powerful deck. I also still use the Waite-Smith

deck. I have written this book as a universal guide to be used with any deck. Every themed

deck has its individual details, but the fundamental meanings of the cards remain the

same.Using the Tarot is a rich and rewarding experience, constantly unfolding and never

ending. We can approach the Tarot in two fundamental ways: to preview the future and

discover meaning behind the events and forces in our lives, and as a tool for spiritual growth.

The first approach, to divine the future, can be fruitful, but is only one dimension of the Tarot.

The Tarot is well suited to discovery, and through it we can gain knowledge of the Self, which

helps us realize our fullest potential.Mysticism is the belief in, or pursuit of, unification with the

One. It is also the immediate consciousness of the Divine. And, it is the direct experience of

spiritual Truth. Through the Tarot, we can contemplate and experience all of those things.As

profound, mystical, and mysterious as the Tarot is, however, there is no reason why a guide to

its mysteries cannot be simple and straightforward. That is the reason for writing this book: to



provide a clear and uncluttered path of study for the Tarot. My intent is to help the beginner get

a solid grasp of the cards and make rapid progress in using them, and to help the experienced

student advance to new and higher levels.Both beginner and experienced Tarot student can

benefit from this book. It will teach you how to maximize your work with the cards, regardless of

which deck you use. The means for this are universal techniques for developing psychic and

meditative skills, understanding symbols, and making use of the psychology of ritual and

patterns. The book also features clear interpretations of the cards, a guide for meditating with

the Tarot, effective card spreads, and tips for designing your own spreads.The Tarot lends itself

to innovation and creativity, and your work with the cards will undoubtedly inspire you in many

ways. May your journey be one of wonder.How to use this bookThe Visionary Tarot is a

universal guide, and so I have not used the images of any particular deck throughout the book.

Select your deck, and use the book to expand upon the images in each card.I highly

recommend The Alchemical Tarot Renewed 4, which is the fourth edition of The Alchemical

Tarot created by artist Robert Michael Place. Bob and I worked on the original book and deck

set, published in 1995, the story of which I tell in this book. If you are familiar with the Waite-

Smith deck, one of the most popular and widely used decks of all, you will appreciate The

Alchemical Tarot, which incorporates Arthur Edward Waite’s vision with the profound

symbolism of alchemy.The Temperance card from The Alchemical Tarot Renewed 3 is featured

on the cover of this book, and more about it and Bob can be found at the end.1 – Mysterious

OriginsAnyone who has examined a Tarot deck for the first time feels an indescribable

attraction to the card images. The symbols seem at once foreign and arcane and also

strangely familiar. The cards speak directly to the soul, awakening a timeless wisdom hidden

somewhere within the deep recesses of consciousness, perhaps even deeper still within the

collective unconscious of all humanity. No matter what the theme of the deck—and there are

many, each based on a particular theme or motif—the Tarot evokes a sense of awe.Who

created these cards, and for what original purpose? No one knows the exact answer. Today’s

Tarot, in all its incarnations, has been handed down through a mysterious history. The true

origin and purpose are obscure and will remain so, perhaps forever. Numerous theories have

been put forth since the eighteenth century, some of them plausible and some highly

speculative. As the late occultist and Tarot authority Arthur Edward Waite once observed, much

of the Tarot’s alleged history is negative and clouded by “reveries and gratuitous speculations.”

In all likelihood, we will never know the truth about the origins of the cards, and will be left with

only our most educated guesses. It is difficult not to imagine that the cards were given some

deliberate, occult significance, for whatever their origin, the Tarot cards contain ageless,

esoteric truths couched in symbols.The Tarot is complex, and has been related to alchemy, the

Kabbalah, archetypes, the elements, mnemonics, astrology, and Jungian psychology. It has

been reinterpreted in hundreds of decks with different themes.Composition of the TarotThe

modern Tarot is a deck of seventy-eight cards bearing images and symbols. It has been one of

the most popular systems of divination since the eighteenth century. The Tarot is divided into

two parts, a Major Arcana, or Trumps, consisting of twenty-two cards, and a Minor Arcana

consisting of fifty-six cards, almost as though two separate types of decks were blended

together, as some speculate was the case.The Major Arcana present images which express

qualities, truths, and stages of enlightenment. These allegorical images varied in earlier times,

but have been fairly uniform since the mid-eighteenth century. Today the Major Arcana cards

have a specific order with numbers and names:The FoolThe MagicianThe High PriestessThe

EmpressThe EmperorThe HierophantThe LoversThe CharioteerJusticeThe HermitThe Wheel

of FortuneStrengthThe Hanged ManDeathTemperanceThe DevilThe TowerThe StarThe



MoonThe SunJudgementThe WorldSometimes the Justice and Strength cards, numbers 8 and

11 respectively, are reversed, with Justice being 11 instead of 8 and Strength being 8 instead

of 11. The cards are numbered from 0 to 21. The first card, The Fool, originally had no cipher—

the 0 was added later in Tarot development. Also, The Fool has not always been the beginning

of the Arcana.The Minor Arcana of fifty-six cards is divided into four suits of ten cards each,

pips and court cards, and resembles today’s playing cards. The traditional names of the suits

are wands, cups, pentacles, and swords, though artists often give them variant names.

Regardless of the suit names, the suits are consistent in their relation to the four elements of

air, earth, water, and fire. They each have ten cards numbered one through ten (called the

pips) and four court cards, traditionally named the page, knight, queen, and king.In order to

fully appreciate how the occultists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries perceived and

developed the Tarot, we must first take a look at alchemy.Alchemy and the TarotAlchemy is an

ancient path of spiritual purification and transmutation. The Tarot, while much younger, also

deals with transformation: the expansion of consciousness and the development of insight and

psychic perception through images.
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developed the Tarot, we must first take a look at alchemy.Alchemy and the TarotAlchemy is an

ancient path of spiritual purification and transmutation. The Tarot, while much younger, also

deals with transformation: the expansion of consciousness and the development of insight and

psychic perception through images.Alchemy has both spiritual and physical dimensions. From

its spiritual perspective, alchemy is the art of transformation of the alchemist himself. From a

physical perspective, alchemy concerns processes for transmuting base metals into silver and

gold. Traditionally the spiritual side has been the true goal of alchemy; those who were

interested only in amassing fortunes were considered pretenders to the true art.Both alchemy

and the Tarot are steeped in mysticism and mystery. Both present to the initiate systems of

eternal, dreamlike, esoteric symbols that have the power to alter consciousness and connect

the human soul to the Divine. Through alchemy, the Tarot comes into full power.History and

concepts of alchemyAlchemy is the precursor of modern chemistry and metallurgy, and is

more than 2000 years old. Both Western and Eastern systems of alchemy developed; here we

will consider the Western path, which has had the greatest influence upon the Tarot.The word

“alchemy” is derived from the Arabic word alkimia. Al is the definite article (the), which in Arabic

is normally attached to the noun. Kimia has two possible derivations. First, kmt or chem was

the ancient Egyptians’ name for their land; it meant “the black land” (meaning black or fertile

earth in contrast to desert). In this case, the Arabic name would mean “the Egyptian Art.” The

second possibility is the Greek word chyma, which means to fuse or cast metal.Western

alchemy is based on the Hermetic tradition, a syncretism of Egyptian metallurgy and

Neoplatonism, Gnosticism and Christianity. The core text is the Emerald Tablet, a mystical tract

attributed to the legendary Hermes Trismegistus (“Thrice greatest Hermes”), the original



alchemist. The central tenet of the Emerald Tablet is “as above, so below”: humanity is a

microcosm of the macrocosm of heaven, and correspondences exist between the two. One

reflects the other.The Emerald Tablet may be the oldest surviving alchemical text, though its

origins are unknown. It is said to be inscribed with the whole of the Egyptian’ philosophy,

including the magical secrets of the universe. It is cited as the credo of adepts, particularly the

alchemists, who interpreted it as a description of the transmutation process. According to one

legend, the Emerald Tablet was found clutched in the hand of the body of Hermes Trismegistus

in his cave tomb.Other Hermetic works of importance, which were published much later, are

known as the Corpus Hermeticum and the Hermetica.The Egyptians developed one of the

basic fundamentals of alchemy, that of “first matter,” that is, that the world was created by

divine force out of a chaotic mass called Prima Materia, or First Matter. All things can be

reduced to first matter through a process called solve et coagula, “dissolve and combine,” and

then transmuted to something more desirable. This transmutation was accomplished through

the joining of opposites. The entire chemical process was based on the assumption that all

things in nature evolve into their purest and highest form. Thus imperfect base metals

eventually become gold on their own. Alchemy speeds up the process.According to early

alchemy, all things have a hermaphroditic composition of two substances: sulphur, which

represents the soul and the fiery male principle, and mercury, which represents spirit and the

watery female principle. Later European alchemy added a third ingredient, salt, which

corresponds to body. The transmutation process involves separating these three essentials and

recombining them into a different form. The process must be done according to astrological

auspices.By the third century, alchemy was widely practiced, and had replaced many of the

disintegrating mystery traditions. Zosimos (c. 250-300), a Greek author of numerous alchemical

texts, traced alchemy to Biblical origins, an idea that gained popularity as alchemy reached its

peak in medieval times. Zosimos also emphasized the transmutation of metals in his treatise

The Divine Art of Making Gold and Silver.Western alchemy suffered a setback in 296, when

the Roman Emperor Diocletian ordered the burning of Egyptian and Hermetic alchemical texts,

thus destroying a great deal of knowledge. However, the Emerald Tablet had by then passed

into Arabic culture, where it continued to evolve. Alchemy was a highly respected science,

practiced by adepts who wrote their treatises and manuals in deliberately obscure language.

The term “gibberish” is derived from the name of a medieval alchemist, Jabir ibn Hayyan,

known as Geber (c. 721-815), whose writings were difficult to comprehend. Alchemy thrived in

Moorish Spain, where from the twelfth century on it spread throughout Europe, along with

teaching of the Kabbalah.By the fifteenth century, the practice of alchemy in Europe

emphasized the quest for gold and amassing fortunes. It was a thriving, but not always

reputable, practice, pursued by secretive men called “puffers,” after their chemical procedures

in their laboratories. Prague became one of the capitals of alchemy. Alchemy also took hold in

England. Some European rulers and nobles became obsessed with transmuting metals into

gold in order to finance their personal wealth and their war chests, especially for the expensive

Crusades, and hired alchemists to produce gold. Fraudulent alchemists skipped about Europe,

promising results long enough to make personal gains and then fleeing when patience with

them ran out. Some made no escape, and were imprisoned or executed by irate patrons.The

agent of transmutation for both spiritual and physical alchemy is the Philosopher’s Stone, a

mysterious and elusive substance that was never described in direct terms. The Philosopher’s

Stone also is the Elixir Of Life that would bestow immortality. The process of creating the

Philosopher’s Stone is the Great Work or Magnum Opus. The Philosopher’s Stone is both the

beginning of the Great Work, the Prima Materia, and the end result.In physical alchemy, base



metals were first reduced to a formless mass by melting or by placing them in a bath of

mercury, the universal solvent. The mass then went through four stages of change: nigredo,

characterized by blackness; albedo, a whiteness; citrinitas, a yellowing; and rubedo, a redness.

The final stage yielded gold as well as the Philosopher’s Stone. The Stone was highly

concentrated, and when added into the alchemist’s furnace of molten metals, it encouraged the

rapid transmutation to gold—or so it was claimed.Alchemists jealously guarded their secrets,

and alchemical texts were written in obscure terms, as well as in images and symbols that had

to be interpreted intuitively by the individual alchemist. The Mutus Liber, or Silent Book, is

perhaps the best example of alchemy explained only through images. The hermaphroditic

nature of alchemy was often expressed in erotic art, though there is no evidence that actual

sexual rites were practiced in Western alchemy. Thus, we can see how alchemy and the Tarot

complement each other in their primary language of symbols.The ability to make gold out of

lead was more legendary than fact, but numerous stories circulated about the alleged

successes of some alchemists. In the course of their pursuits, alchemists were responsible for

many discoveries important in metallurgy, chemistry, and medicines. However, in the early

nineteenth century, alchemy fell out of favor after the discoveries of oxygen and the

composition of water. Alchemy was reduced to the level of pseudo-science and superstition

and was replaced by physics.The spiritual side of alchemy is similar in approach. The “base

metal” or imperfect person, is spiritualized through a transformation process of study and

practice, and learning the great esoteric secrets. Thus, a person attains the gold of

enlightenment.In the Western tradition, the Hermetic philosophy became the basis for magical

practices. Grimoires, or magical handbooks, contained many principles of correspondences for

the casting of spells. The traditions of ceremonial magic, or high magic, are paths of

enlightenment based on the balancing of the masculine and feminine principles, and the

perfection of the whole being.Jung’s influenceModern Western interest in alchemy was revived

by Carl G. Jung (1875-1951), who understood both the spiritual and physical dimensions of

alchemy, and especially saw the language of alchemy in the dreams of his patients. He noted

that many dream symbols were alchemical in nature, even if the dreamer had no knowledge of

alchemy. Thus, alchemy was deeply embedded in the collective base of human knowledge and

experience, which he called the collective unconscious.Jung studied the new field of

psychology with Sigmund Freud, working closely with him from 1907-13. He then broke away

to develop his own ideas, delving deeply into dreams, mythology, and then alchemy. He

pioneered many concepts, among them, for our purposes here, ideas on the archetypes, or

universal images that reside in the collective unconscious, the repository of all human

experiences. Alchemy led to one of his most important concepts, individuation, which is the

process of becoming whole.Jung's interest in alchemy grew out of his intense interest in

Gnosticism, and his desire, as early as 1912, to find a link between it and the processes of the

collective unconscious that would pave the way for the re-entry of the Gnostic Sophia into

modern culture. He found such a link in alchemy. Jung also was prompted to research alchemy

by his own dreams. He collected a vast body of works on alchemy and immersed himself in

study of the subject.Jung saw alchemy as a spiritual process of redemption involving the union

and transformation of Lumen Dei, the light of the Godhead, and Lumen Naturae, the light of

nature. The alchemists’ experimental procedure of solve et coagula symbolized the death and

rebirth of the substances they used. The alchemist was part of the process himself, and

transmuted his own consciousness into a higher state through symbolic death and rebirth. The

alchemists’ transmutation of base metals into gold and silver takes place within the psyche as

the process of individuation, or becoming whole.Jung had alchemical dreams and visions long



before he knew what alchemy was about. Once he became immersed in it, he was able to

understand dreams and visions from a new perspective, and he also was able to develop his

theories on the personality. Through our experiences in life, we are challenged to integrate

pieces of ourselves. Each one of us has a feminine side, the anima, and a masculine side, the

animus, which must be brought into harmony with each other. In addition, we have the shadow,

which consists of parts of us that are repressed. Individuation enables us to become conscious

of both our smallness and our great uniqueness in the grand scheme of things.Despite Jung’s

pioneering work uniting depth psychology and alchemy, interest in alchemy remained low until

about the second half of the twentieth century, when study of it as a spiritual path

revived.Alchemical symbols are found in traditional Tarot designs because they are influenced

by the engravings that accompany alchemical texts and other allegorical Renaissance

literature. Today’s Tarot drew on those roots and took defined shape in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, thanks to work by occultists who were steeped in esoteric knowledge,

including alchemy, the Kabbalah, astrology, and the magical arts. Not all theories advanced

about the Tarot were valid, but the alchemical nature of the Tarot was expressed in new card

designs and ways of working with the cards to transform consciousness. We will see more

about alchemy, symbols, and dreams later on.The emergence of the TarotTarot cards became

popular for divination in the eighteenth century. Occultists created exotic theories that the cards

were of great antiquity, perhaps descending from ancient Egypt, or the remnants of the fabled

esoteric teachings of Hermes Trismegistus, the legendary Greco-Egyptian figure who gave

humankind all its learning, and had been disseminated throughout Europe by Gypsies. More

likely, the cards evolved out of the numerous decks of playing and teaching cards that spread

throughout Europe as early as the fourteenth century, and were used primarily by nobility.

Surviving decks from those times are incomplete, so we do not know exactly how the cards

evolved into the present day Tarot.The earliest surviving record of cards in the West dates to

1332, when Alfonse XI, the king of Leon and Castile, placed a ban on them. At that time, cards

were making their appearance throughout Europe as gambling devices and were gaining great

popularity. Since gambling was considered immoral, cards were banned by various rulers and

condemned by the Church as instruments of the Devil. Playing cards were called—and still are

by some—the Devil’s Bible and the Devil’s Picture Book.There was no standard for the

composition of these early decks of cards, and a great variety of designs and suits were

employed. Even the number of cards differed greatly from one deck to another. In 1377, a

German monk identified only as “Johannes,” a resident of a monastery in Breveld, Switzerland,

left behind a Latin manuscript describing the arrival of a card game used at the monastery. He

said he did not know who invented the game or where it came from, and he compared it to

chess, “since in both there are kings, queens and chief nobles and common people.” There

were, however, more court cards than in the present playing card deck: six kings, four queens,

and eight marschalli (knaves, which are now jacks). Johannes also speculated on the potential

of the cards as a means of instruction in morality.The appearance of other playing cards was

recorded at about the same time elsewhere in Europe. Another early deck with suits, called the

Hunting pack of Stuttgart, Germany, dates to around 1420, and has four suit signs: the hunting

symbols of dogs, falcons, stags, and ducks.Despite the opposition of the Church and the

official bans on playing cards, Europe’s royalty commissioned decks to be created for them,

most likely for entertainment and amusement, and as forms of art. Most of the surviving early

cards come from such specially commissioned, hand-painted decks.

Both alchemy and the Tarot are steeped in mysticism and mystery. Both present to the initiate



systems of eternal, dreamlike, esoteric symbols that have the power to alter consciousness

and connect the human soul to the Divine. Through alchemy, the Tarot comes into full

power.History and concepts of alchemyAlchemy is the precursor of modern chemistry and

metallurgy, and is more than 2000 years old. Both Western and Eastern systems of alchemy

developed; here we will consider the Western path, which has had the greatest influence upon

the Tarot.The word “alchemy” is derived from the Arabic word alkimia. Al is the definite article

(the), which in Arabic is normally attached to the noun. Kimia has two possible derivations.

First, kmt or chem was the ancient Egyptians’ name for their land; it meant “the black

land” (meaning black or fertile earth in contrast to desert). In this case, the Arabic name would

mean “the Egyptian Art.” The second possibility is the Greek word chyma, which means to fuse

or cast metal.Western alchemy is based on the Hermetic tradition, a syncretism of Egyptian

metallurgy and Neoplatonism, Gnosticism and Christianity. The core text is the Emerald Tablet,

a mystical tract attributed to the legendary Hermes Trismegistus (“Thrice greatest Hermes”),

the original alchemist. The central tenet of the Emerald Tablet is “as above, so below”:

humanity is a microcosm of the macrocosm of heaven, and correspondences exist between

the two. One reflects the other.The Emerald Tablet may be the oldest surviving alchemical text,

though its origins are unknown. It is said to be inscribed with the whole of the Egyptian’

philosophy, including the magical secrets of the universe. It is cited as the credo of adepts,

particularly the alchemists, who interpreted it as a description of the transmutation process.

According to one legend, the Emerald Tablet was found clutched in the hand of the body of

Hermes Trismegistus in his cave tomb.Other Hermetic works of importance, which were

published much later, are known as the Corpus Hermeticum and the Hermetica.The Egyptians

developed one of the basic fundamentals of alchemy, that of “first matter,” that is, that the world

was created by divine force out of a chaotic mass called Prima Materia, or First Matter. All

things can be reduced to first matter through a process called solve et coagula, “dissolve and

combine,” and then transmuted to something more desirable. This transmutation was

accomplished through the joining of opposites. The entire chemical process was based on the

assumption that all things in nature evolve into their purest and highest form. Thus imperfect

base metals eventually become gold on their own. Alchemy speeds up the process.According

to early alchemy, all things have a hermaphroditic composition of two substances: sulphur,

which represents the soul and the fiery male principle, and mercury, which represents spirit

and the watery female principle. Later European alchemy added a third ingredient, salt, which

corresponds to body. The transmutation process involves separating these three essentials and

recombining them into a different form. The process must be done according to astrological

auspices.By the third century, alchemy was widely practiced, and had replaced many of the

disintegrating mystery traditions. Zosimos (c. 250-300), a Greek author of numerous alchemical

texts, traced alchemy to Biblical origins, an idea that gained popularity as alchemy reached its

peak in medieval times. Zosimos also emphasized the transmutation of metals in his treatise

The Divine Art of Making Gold and Silver.Western alchemy suffered a setback in 296, when

the Roman Emperor Diocletian ordered the burning of Egyptian and Hermetic alchemical texts,

thus destroying a great deal of knowledge. However, the Emerald Tablet had by then passed

into Arabic culture, where it continued to evolve. Alchemy was a highly respected science,

practiced by adepts who wrote their treatises and manuals in deliberately obscure language.

The term “gibberish” is derived from the name of a medieval alchemist, Jabir ibn Hayyan,

known as Geber (c. 721-815), whose writings were difficult to comprehend. Alchemy thrived in

Moorish Spain, where from the twelfth century on it spread throughout Europe, along with

teaching of the Kabbalah.By the fifteenth century, the practice of alchemy in Europe



emphasized the quest for gold and amassing fortunes. It was a thriving, but not always

reputable, practice, pursued by secretive men called “puffers,” after their chemical procedures

in their laboratories. Prague became one of the capitals of alchemy. Alchemy also took hold in

England. Some European rulers and nobles became obsessed with transmuting metals into

gold in order to finance their personal wealth and their war chests, especially for the expensive

Crusades, and hired alchemists to produce gold. Fraudulent alchemists skipped about Europe,

promising results long enough to make personal gains and then fleeing when patience with

them ran out. Some made no escape, and were imprisoned or executed by irate patrons.The

agent of transmutation for both spiritual and physical alchemy is the Philosopher’s Stone, a

mysterious and elusive substance that was never described in direct terms. The Philosopher’s

Stone also is the Elixir Of Life that would bestow immortality. The process of creating the

Philosopher’s Stone is the Great Work or Magnum Opus. The Philosopher’s Stone is both the

beginning of the Great Work, the Prima Materia, and the end result.In physical alchemy, base

metals were first reduced to a formless mass by melting or by placing them in a bath of

mercury, the universal solvent. The mass then went through four stages of change: nigredo,

characterized by blackness; albedo, a whiteness; citrinitas, a yellowing; and rubedo, a redness.

The final stage yielded gold as well as the Philosopher’s Stone. The Stone was highly

concentrated, and when added into the alchemist’s furnace of molten metals, it encouraged the

rapid transmutation to gold—or so it was claimed.Alchemists jealously guarded their secrets,

and alchemical texts were written in obscure terms, as well as in images and symbols that had

to be interpreted intuitively by the individual alchemist. The Mutus Liber, or Silent Book, is

perhaps the best example of alchemy explained only through images. The hermaphroditic

nature of alchemy was often expressed in erotic art, though there is no evidence that actual

sexual rites were practiced in Western alchemy. Thus, we can see how alchemy and the Tarot

complement each other in their primary language of symbols.The ability to make gold out of

lead was more legendary than fact, but numerous stories circulated about the alleged

successes of some alchemists. In the course of their pursuits, alchemists were responsible for

many discoveries important in metallurgy, chemistry, and medicines. However, in the early

nineteenth century, alchemy fell out of favor after the discoveries of oxygen and the

composition of water. Alchemy was reduced to the level of pseudo-science and superstition

and was replaced by physics.The spiritual side of alchemy is similar in approach. The “base

metal” or imperfect person, is spiritualized through a transformation process of study and

practice, and learning the great esoteric secrets. Thus, a person attains the gold of

enlightenment.In the Western tradition, the Hermetic philosophy became the basis for magical

practices. Grimoires, or magical handbooks, contained many principles of correspondences for

the casting of spells. The traditions of ceremonial magic, or high magic, are paths of

enlightenment based on the balancing of the masculine and feminine principles, and the

perfection of the whole being.Jung’s influenceModern Western interest in alchemy was revived

by Carl G. Jung (1875-1951), who understood both the spiritual and physical dimensions of

alchemy, and especially saw the language of alchemy in the dreams of his patients. He noted

that many dream symbols were alchemical in nature, even if the dreamer had no knowledge of

alchemy. Thus, alchemy was deeply embedded in the collective base of human knowledge and

experience, which he called the collective unconscious.Jung studied the new field of

psychology with Sigmund Freud, working closely with him from 1907-13. He then broke away

to develop his own ideas, delving deeply into dreams, mythology, and then alchemy. He

pioneered many concepts, among them, for our purposes here, ideas on the archetypes, or

universal images that reside in the collective unconscious, the repository of all human



experiences. Alchemy led to one of his most important concepts, individuation, which is the

process of becoming whole.Jung's interest in alchemy grew out of his intense interest in

Gnosticism, and his desire, as early as 1912, to find a link between it and the processes of the

collective unconscious that would pave the way for the re-entry of the Gnostic Sophia into

modern culture. He found such a link in alchemy. Jung also was prompted to research alchemy

by his own dreams. He collected a vast body of works on alchemy and immersed himself in

study of the subject.Jung saw alchemy as a spiritual process of redemption involving the union

and transformation of Lumen Dei, the light of the Godhead, and Lumen Naturae, the light of

nature. The alchemists’ experimental procedure of solve et coagula symbolized the death and

rebirth of the substances they used. The alchemist was part of the process himself, and

transmuted his own consciousness into a higher state through symbolic death and rebirth. The

alchemists’ transmutation of base metals into gold and silver takes place within the psyche as

the process of individuation, or becoming whole.Jung had alchemical dreams and visions long

before he knew what alchemy was about. Once he became immersed in it, he was able to

understand dreams and visions from a new perspective, and he also was able to develop his

theories on the personality. Through our experiences in life, we are challenged to integrate

pieces of ourselves. Each one of us has a feminine side, the anima, and a masculine side, the

animus, which must be brought into harmony with each other. In addition, we have the shadow,

which consists of parts of us that are repressed. Individuation enables us to become conscious

of both our smallness and our great uniqueness in the grand scheme of things.Despite Jung’s

pioneering work uniting depth psychology and alchemy, interest in alchemy remained low until

about the second half of the twentieth century, when study of it as a spiritual path

revived.Alchemical symbols are found in traditional Tarot designs because they are influenced

by the engravings that accompany alchemical texts and other allegorical Renaissance

literature. Today’s Tarot drew on those roots and took defined shape in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, thanks to work by occultists who were steeped in esoteric knowledge,

including alchemy, the Kabbalah, astrology, and the magical arts. Not all theories advanced

about the Tarot were valid, but the alchemical nature of the Tarot was expressed in new card

designs and ways of working with the cards to transform consciousness. We will see more

about alchemy, symbols, and dreams later on.The emergence of the TarotTarot cards became

popular for divination in the eighteenth century. Occultists created exotic theories that the cards

were of great antiquity, perhaps descending from ancient Egypt, or the remnants of the fabled

esoteric teachings of Hermes Trismegistus, the legendary Greco-Egyptian figure who gave

humankind all its learning, and had been disseminated throughout Europe by Gypsies. More

likely, the cards evolved out of the numerous decks of playing and teaching cards that spread

throughout Europe as early as the fourteenth century, and were used primarily by nobility.

Surviving decks from those times are incomplete, so we do not know exactly how the cards

evolved into the present day Tarot.The earliest surviving record of cards in the West dates to

1332, when Alfonse XI, the king of Leon and Castile, placed a ban on them. At that time, cards

were making their appearance throughout Europe as gambling devices and were gaining great

popularity. Since gambling was considered immoral, cards were banned by various rulers and

condemned by the Church as instruments of the Devil. Playing cards were called—and still are

by some—the Devil’s Bible and the Devil’s Picture Book.There was no standard for the

composition of these early decks of cards, and a great variety of designs and suits were

employed. Even the number of cards differed greatly from one deck to another. In 1377, a

German monk identified only as “Johannes,” a resident of a monastery in Breveld, Switzerland,

left behind a Latin manuscript describing the arrival of a card game used at the monastery. He



said he did not know who invented the game or where it came from, and he compared it to

chess, “since in both there are kings, queens and chief nobles and common people.” There

were, however, more court cards than in the present playing card deck: six kings, four queens,

and eight marschalli (knaves, which are now jacks). Johannes also speculated on the potential

of the cards as a means of instruction in morality.The appearance of other playing cards was

recorded at about the same time elsewhere in Europe. Another early deck with suits, called the

Hunting pack of Stuttgart, Germany, dates to around 1420, and has four suit signs: the hunting

symbols of dogs, falcons, stags, and ducks.Despite the opposition of the Church and the

official bans on playing cards, Europe’s royalty commissioned decks to be created for them,

most likely for entertainment and amusement, and as forms of art. Most of the surviving early

cards come from such specially commissioned, hand-painted decks.Early Tarot cards appear

to have been used primarily in games of chance and fortune telling. The earliest cards that

may have been Tarot cards, and that still exist, may have been created and hand painted by

Jacquemin Gringonneur in 1392 for the entertainment of King Charles VI of France. The

Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris has on display seventeen cards said to be from the three decks

created by Gringonneur, an allegation that has been disputed since 1848. The cards resemble

the later Marseilles deck, published in 1748, which became the model for all subsequent Tarot

decks, but have no inscriptions or numbers to indicate their order. Whether they are true Tarot

cards remains a matter of disagreement. Waite believed them to be Tarot, and linked them to

some of the Major Arcana, including The Fool, Emperor, Pope, Lovers, Wheel of Fortune,

Temperance, Strength, Justice, Moon, Sun, Chariot, Hermit, Hanged Man, Death, Tower, and

Last Judgement.The oldest known Tarot decks are the Visconti-Sforza cards from early

fifteenth-century Milan, Italy, designed for the Visconti and Visconti-Sforza families. Eleven

versions are in existence, none of which are complete. One version, called the Pierpont

Morgan-Bergamo deck, has seventy-four cards. The trumps bear no titles or numbers, and the

Minor Arcana are divided into four suits of spade (swords), bastoni (wands), coppe (cups), and

denari (coins or pentacles). One Visconti-Sforza deck, called the Cary-Yale deck, has sixty-

seven cards, but in its entirety probably had eighty-six cards. Different artists created the

various decks. The Pierpont Morgan-Bergamo pack, which is on display at the J. Pierpont

Morgan Library in New York City, is believed to have been created by a Cremonese painter

named Bonfacio Bembo. This deck has inspired some modem Tarot artists.The name Tarot

may have originated from fifteenth-century Italian decks. At that time, the trump cards were

called trionfi, and by the early sixteenth century became known as tarocchi (“triumphs” or

“trumps”), a name that eventually was extended to the entire deck of seventy-eight cards. Tarot

is the French derivative of tarocchi. The carders, the guild of card makers in sixteenth-century

Paris, referred to themselves as tarotiers. According to another theory, the word Tarot may

have been derived from tarock, a German game with cards. Still another theory holds that the

name derived from the term tares, small dots or points that bordered early playing cards, which

were called tarots.It is possible that Tarot cards, with their allegorical symbols of virtues, once

were used as mnemonic devices for teaching. This purpose is suggested by the Tarocchi of

Mantegna, fifty Italian cards that are believed to date to the late fifteenth century. The Tarocchi

of Mantegna are divided into five series of ten cards each and are oriented to a theme: Twenty-

two of the Mantegna cards bear a resemblance to sixteen modern Tarot cards, including

thirteen of the Major Arcana and three court cards in the suits of swords, wands, and cups.

Waite, however, found Tarot symbolism wanting in them.By the end of the fifteenth century,

Tarot decks in Italy, France, and elsewhere in Europe had evolved with different designs. From

the fifteenth through the mid-eighteenth centuries, both Tarot and playing cards underwent



additional changes in content, style, design, and size. The invention of the printing press in the

mid-fifteenth century helped the proliferation of cards, which now could be printed from wooden

blocks rather than painted individually by hand. Playing cards continued to evolve on their own

to the present-day deck of fifty-two cards (the Page was dropped as a court card), and the

Tarot incorporated playing cards.By 1748, the French Marseilles Tarot deck had become

standardized; it is now considered to be the grandfather of all modern Tarot decks and is still in

use today. The Major Arcana were titled and numbered, with the exception of The Fool. A game

of Tarot was played in southern France, Spain, Italy, and Germany, but at that time had not

reached Paris.By the end of the eighteenth century, Tarot cards were popular for fortune-telling,

and occultists were incorporating them into magical studies and rituals.The Egyptian

connectionDuring that time, a theory crediting Gypsies with either originating the cards or

introducing them to Europe was endorsed by some occultists. Though Gypsies were credited

with the spread of the cards—and, as fortune tellers, they did make use of them—there is no

evidence that they brought the cards out of ancient Egypt. Nonetheless, the Gypsy-Egypt

theory was widely believed.The earliest known record of the Gypsies in Europe dates to 1417,

although it is likely that they arrived much earlier, perhaps as early as the tenth or eleventh

centuries, probably emigrating out of northern India. They claimed to be Christian penitents

who came from a land called Little Egypt. The Europeans dubbed them “Gypsies,” a corruption

of “Egyptians.”The chief promoter of the Egyptian connection was Antoine Court de Gebelin

(1725-1784), a French archaeologist and Egyptologist, who claimed the Tarot symbols were

fragments of an ancient Egyptian book, the Book of Thoth. As a high-grade Freemason, Court

de Gebelin was well-versed in occultism, and was knowledgeable about ancient Egypt as well.

But his theory was baseless because the Rosetta Stone, which provided the key to deciphering

the first Egyptian hieroglyphics, had yet to be discovered.Court de Gebelin said he stumbled

upon the Tarot and uncovered its Egyptian origins by accident while calling upon “Madame the

Countess of H_____,” who was from Germany or Switzerland and was visiting in Paris. Upon

the arrival of Court de Gebelin and his friends at the home where the Madame was staying,

they found the countess playing a card game with several others. She informed her visitors that

it was the game of Tarot. The countess pulled out a card that she said was “the world,” though

Court de Gebelin could not see any resemblance of the card’s image to the name. He wrote

later, however, that he immediately recognized the allegory:Everyone put down his hand and

came to look at this marvelous card [the world] in which I saw what they had never before

seen. Each person showed me another card, and in a quarter of an hour the deck had been

gone through, explained and proclaimed Egyptian. And since this was not a figment of our

imagination, but rather the result of selected and sensible knowledge of this game in

connection with everything that was known about Egyptian ideas, we promised ourselves to

surely make it known to the public one day; we were convinced that it would be pleased to

have a discovery and a gift of this kind—an Egyptian book which escaped barbarism, the

ravages of time, accidental and spontaneous fires and ignorance which is still more

disastrous.Court de Gebelin said that the word tarot was derived from two Egyptian words, tar,

meaning “road,” and ro, meaning “royal.” (Remember, this “translation” of two alleged Egyptian

words preceded the Rosetta Stone.) The Tarot, he said, represented the “royal road” to

wisdom. Furthermore, the twenty-two trumps were representations of twenty-two stone tablets

hidden in a temple that at one time had sat between the paws of the Great Sphinx, but had

long ago disappeared into the sands. The cards were either allegories of Egyptian philosophy

and religion expressed in hieroglyphics or told the history of the world, beginning with Mercury

(Hermes). The four suits of the Minor Arcana represented four classes of Egyptian society.



Swords were rulers and military nobility; wands were agriculture; cups were clergy and priests;

and coins were commerce.Court de Gebelin found additional Egyptian connections with the

number seven, which was sacred to Egyptians: each suit of the Minor Arcana contained

fourteen cards, or two times seven; the Major Arcana consisted of twenty-one numbered cards,

or three times seven, plus the unnumbered Fool. He said the presence of The High Priestess

confirmed their antiquity, as no modern deck would have such a pagan figure, and furthermore,

she appeared with the horns of Isis. (It should be noted that horns are a common religious or

esoteric symbol.)According to Court de Gebelin, the Egyptians devised a card game with the

Tarot, which they passed on to the Romans during the early Christian centuries. The game

remained within Italy until the time of the Holy Roman Empire. The cards were dispersed

throughout Europe by the Gypsies, who had saved all that was left of the ancient Egyptian

writings.If Tarot cards had existed in ancient Egypt, they would have been associated with

Thoth, the god of magic, wisdom, learning, writing, healing, arithmetic, and astrology, who

created the universe and transmitted his wisdom to mankind. An ibis-headed or baboon-

headed deity shown in art with a pen-and-ink holder, Thoth was called the “Lord of the Divine

Books” and “Scribe of the Company of Gods.” According to myth, he restored the eye of Horus

after it was tom to pieces by the evil Seth. Egyptian priests directed spells for the dead to him,

because he recorded the weighing of the hearts of the souls in the underworld Judgement Hall

of Osiris, and had the power to reanimate corpses.The Greeks identified Thoth with their

counterpart, Hermes, the patron god of magic, the messenger to other gods, and the courier of

souls of the dead to the underworld. Thoth-Hermes in turn became identified with Hermes

Trismegistus, the “Thrice-Greatest Hermes,” a mythical figure credited with the authorship of

from 20,000 to more than 36,000 sacred books of wisdom housed in the royal library of

Alexandria, and as mentioned, earlier, the original alchemist. All but forty-two of the Hermetic

books supposedly were lost in fires when Alexandria was sacked in the fourth century, and

they survived through the ages as the Hermetica, the foundation of Western occultism, the

secrets of which for centuries were said to be passed down orally from master to student.

According to legend, Thoth presented the Book of Thoth, or the “Key to Immortality,” to his

successors. It is said to contain the secrets for immortality—the quest of alchemy— and the

means by which mankind can come into the presence of the gods. The book supposedly

served as a text to the ancient mystery cults that flourished during the Hellenistic era, and after

the demise of the mysteries was removed to some unknown and distant land, where it is still

held in safekeeping by certain adepts.Such beliefs were held among many occultists of Court

de Gebelin’s day, but in fact, the Hermetica was not of ancient Egyptian origin, but a much later

Christian authorship. This had been demonstrated at least a century earlier than the time of

Court de Gebelin, but the ancient Egyptian theories were exotic and continued to have

adherents, who preferred mystery to fact.Court de Gebelin’s Tarot theory, published as part of

his nine-volume book, Le Monde Primitif (1773- 1784), had an enormous romantic appeal and

became quite popular. But the “Egyptian Connection” was never substantiated. Court de

Gebelin’s twenty-two stone tablets and secret temple between the paws of the Sphinx have

never been found.The lack of Egyptian evidence did not prevent Le Monde Primitif from

becoming a definitive source on the Tarot for the better part of a century, although the images

Court de Gebelin reproduced were primitive and differed somewhat from the Marseilles deck.

As for the Major Arcana, Court de Gebelin placed the unnumbered Fool card at the beginning

and gave it a 0. He by no means had the last word on this.The Egyptian theory was heavily

promoted by an opportunistic follower of Court de Gebelin, a Parisian wigmaker named Alliette

(1738-91), who began spelling his name backwards—Etteilla—and rose to great fame telling



fortunes as Le Celebre Etteilla. Arthur Edward Waite labeled him an “illiterate and zealous

adventurer.” Etteilla caught the public’s fancy with his story of how the Book of Thoth was

produced in the 1828th year of Creation by seventeen Magi, one of whom was Tri-Mercury, a

descendant of Mercury and a great-grandson of Noah.Beginning in 1783, Etteilla inundated the

public with his writings, claiming to have devoted some forty years to the study of Egyptian

magic, the key of which had been discovered in the Tarot. Etteilla enthusiastically applied the

Tarot to astrology, alchemy, and fortune-telling, and was a major influence in the raising of

cartomancy to an exalted art.Etteilla devised his own Tarot deck, distinct from other Tarot cards

and apparently with little regard for any particular symbolism, and used them in his fortune-

telling. He was later accused by the influential occultist, Eliphas Levi, of using his cards to

hypnotize his clients.Many occultists who followed Court de Gebelin and Etteilla blindly

accepted and reiterated the alleged Egyptian origin of the Tarot. Finally, in 1910, Waite, who

was an important figure in the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in London—put it to rest

once and for all. Writing in his own commentary, The Pictorial Key to the Tarot (1910), Waite

stated:…there is in fact no history [of the Tarot] prior to the fourteenth century. The deception

and self- deception regarding their origin in Egypt, India or China put a lying spirit into the

mouths of the first expositors, and the later occult writers have done little more than reproduce

the first false testimony in the good faith of an intelligence unawakened to the issues of

research.As for Court de Gebelin, Waite said in another text:I respect M. de Gebelin for having

conceived Egyptology by an act of the mind so long before it could have been conceived in any

body of research; I respect him for having had, out of previous expectation, a vision concerning

the Tarot, but as he did not marry his vision to any facts on this earth, I think he has only

begotten a phantom son of the fancy.The outlandish pronouncements of Court de Gebelin and

Etteilla marked the beginning of a new stage in the evolution of the Tarot: the search for the

truth about the purpose of the cards and their hidden meanings.The astrology connectionThe

occultists who delved into the mysteries of the Tarot found a natural connection to astrology, an

ancient system in which the positions of the planets and stars are used for prophecy and

divination. Astrology has been practiced the world over, and in the West was considered a

science through the Renaissance. It was readily accessible to the masses as well as adepts.
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The Court Jester, “Amazing book.. I have kindle which is good enough for Me. I prefer some

books on kindle. This is an amazing book on Tarot and worth purchasing on Kindle. I LOVE

this book.”

The book by Rosemary Ellen Guiley has a rating of 5 out of 4.4. 7 people have provided

feedback.
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