Creating a tarot deck that came to be named The Kingdom Highway

~ John D. Williams

The desire to create a deck began was primarily artistic. I probably kicked around the idea for as long as 10 years (see illustration below). 

The artistic impulse that had attracted me to tarot was its use of symbolic images. My art is driven by the idea of world creation with amplified meaning. Because my artwork is somewhat abstract, I wanted to anchor my lines onto images with set meanings to make my artistic intentions more clear and accessible. 

Initial research showed there was a distinction in the field between “art decks” and “working decks”. I interpreted that to mean “fluff decks” vs “real decks” and objected to the notion, widespread, that art equals luxury, nonessential and artificial. (My interpretation may reflect a little soapbox of mine). My deck would be BOTH “art deck” and “working deck” and the functions would be seamless. If the object is the invisible world or the universe or the other, art should take us there, not distract or seduce us.
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Tarot Reading in a Brothel 11/02/92                                           …the magic boy

But what set meanings? 

Discovering that took essentially four different paths, pursued simultaneously but distinguishable from each other. In the beginning (and throughout) I used the internet as a major research tool. That placed an extra burden on validation since sources had to be checked. 

Main Research Paths

1) Card/Deck collection via saved images.

2) Tarot through history – this turned out to be fascinating and I look back and wonder at what “luck” had my original searches nailing this thread so immediately.

3) Contemporary discussions and interpretations.

4) Daily readings (maybe many times a day readings) on the computer (main site: tarot.com) to get a feel for relationships among cards without particularly having to memorize anything.

There were also things along the way to be picked up, maybe to be used, maybe discarded. I called these Esoterica – good sites on astrology, alchemy, color symbolism, Sophia, etc.

Examining the Information

1) Card images were compared for visual similarities. Classic, important, popular decks identified. This dovetailed into:

2) Conceptual and visual history of tarot across five centuries, spanning the globe. Distinctions of various epochs and schools of tarot thought and visualization.

3) Primary documents by acknowledged tarotists of historical importance.

4) Identification of a major divide in contemporary tarot between English/American decks (exemplified by the Rider-Waite but augmented by the Crowley-Harris Thoth deck) and Continental decks (exampled by the Medieval Scapini and the Stairs decks but I never identified the primary exemplar decks – Christina Payne-Towler on tarot.com insisted they existed). There has been a subsequent division from these models developed through writers such as Rachel Pollack – a sort of multi-cultural mythology that is hinted at in earlier ideas but expanded by modern anthropology and phenomenology.

Preliminary Conclusions

Remember, one reason for doing this was to make my artwork more accessible. The idea at this time was that the cards would be drawn in my loose ink-drop style on large paper and then photographed to make camera-ready images (with borders added). Still, I wanted to understand the visual trends in the cards.

1. Older decks (1450 to 1750) tended to emulate the popular styles of the day. Important decks from 1780 to 1945 had heavy metaphysical content. The modern deck (1970’s to present) tended to have a major theme. Sometimes the theme of the modern deck was charming or decorative. Other times the theme could be a specific metaphysical content. Of the latter, frequently the metaphysical content was outside the western tradition of tarot featuring instead, say, Buddhist, Zen, Native American mythologies. Even more frequently the cards would be derivative of the Rider-Waite-Smith or Crowley-Harris decks.

My Decision: I wanted a major theme in the deck to make it cohesive. I rejected the use of a completely foreign metaphysical system. I did not want to produce a “clone” and essentially steal half-understood ideas of the original authors but wanted to know the primary ideas that preceded the authors and guided their imagery. 

2. I had come to know and appreciate definitive images in the history of the cards and the visual vocabulary of the cards over centuries had a tremendous appeal to me.

My Decision: I wanted to reference the rich visual history of the tarot.

3. I wanted a solid “working deck” but did not have the lifetime of pursuit compared to Waite or Crowley. I had to accept limitations but could require solid sources. I did not want to create Waite-Smith or Crowley-Harris “clone” but recognized they were an integral part of tarot history, both visually and in meaning (English/American). For a short time I even considered doing a Continental deck because I was frankly impressed by the Christine Payne-Towler readings on tarot.com but rejected the idea as too obscure and because her historical underpinnings were subsumed by my sources.

My Decision: Bringing together decisions 1, 2, and 3 I decided (although it was more like a lightening bolt) that the theme of the deck would be tarot history itself! This would be a tarot about tarot. The RWS and Thoth decks were important but still part of a sea of history -- and longevity actually favored the Marseilles and early Italian decks.

Without a lifetime of knowledge or subscription to any mystery school I reduced my pool of sources to authors (or traditions) that constituted major turning points and even advancement (in my mind) of tarot ideas. There would be some nuance to this but more on that later. 

Essentially I pared down sources to:

1. The cosmology of the Renaissance tarot, exhaustively researched by Robert O’Niel.

2. The French occultist, Papus, because his Tarot of the Bohemians represented a cross-section of the earliest “discovers” and metaphysicians, referencing Court de Gebelin, Eliphas Levi, Paul Christian, etc, and was contemporaneous to A.E. Waite and the Golden Dawn.

3. The Anonymous author of Meditation on the Tarot  because of his firm grounding in modern philosophy, his thoughtful (if arguable) considerations, his own complete understanding of the literature of tarot which he incorporates seamlessly into what most would consider unexpected territory, Hermetic Christianity. Despite a modern disposition against this, I believed this book-ended the Renaissance cosmology and also reflected strong themes in the middle period, including Court de Gebelin being a Presbyterian minister, Levi a priest in training, Papus (and Pamela Colman-Smith) embracing Catholicism, and Waite essentially a Christian mystic. Crowley stands in sharp distinction but I found Anonymous to be a superior intellectual and probably a more honorable person – although Crowley was pretty funny sometimes. I retained Crowley’s idea of the “nuit”, however.

4. The Cabala Tree of Life, especially using the on-line book by Colin Law. (This would become essential when dealing with the Minors).

5. Pictures from the Heart by Sandra Thomson and Learning the Tarot – an On-Line Course by Joan Bunning as solid exemplars of modern interpretation.

6. The Encyclopedia(s) of Tarot, Volumes 1 and 2 by Stuart Kaplin.

7. And many, many minor sources. For instance, I decided on a very simple (simplistic?) astrology correspondence system that pleased me in working as well as it did (my opinion anyway). More on that later. But there were others too – bringing minor contributions in kind.

Some may note glaring omissions. 

1. I regret my inability to really work in the contributions of Etteilla (but probably nobody else would really care) -- his tarot predominated the 19th century.

2. The Golden Dawn. Yep. Except for broad outlines of the images of the RWS minors, I barely paid attention to this hugely influential order. I did not exactly ignore it. But I found myself on the other side of the ocean, so to speak, or among those that react against it. I did not feel any inclination to study the subdivisions of the order or the levels of advancement. I DID want a understanding of how the images of the RWS were generated and chose to go directly to the Tree of Life and independently consider the image while simultaneously reflecting the familiar image of the RWS Minor. If anything, I considered the illustrated Minors almost the property of the RWS and it needed homage if not duplication. Similarly, I tried to echo motifs from the Thoth deck and have a personal high regard for it.

3. Modern avant-garde scholarship. Planning the deck to be modern and traditional, innovative and stalwart, I figured to take this task on myself. In pictures.

Which brings up a final important source – very different from the others listed – ME. The research was meant as a framework, an armature, if you will. Putting the flesh on the skeleton, so to speak, would be done by the artist. And my style is loose and intuitive. The cards would be developed through the dynamic of tight structure and loose intuition --  blending multiple artistic styles under my guiding hand.

Something changed in the early stages of creation. Since my sources saw the tarot as a book of everything, with LOTS of internal correlation (and the RWS sees this too), and the allusions between cards are visual, I needed to be able to assure conformity to little details – like the crook of this guy’s arm on this card is the same as the crook of that guy’s arm in that card.  When I began to rough the cards, I would scan them into the computer and size them equally. That way, I could flip though them and see if the cards matched. The idea was that I would then make sure the composition was tight when I did the final ink drawings, probably through graphing, but leave lots of room to operate loosely in the drawing.

Of course, there were mistakes. So I used a graphics program, simple enough for me to understand, to “erase” and then I would redraw the arm (or whatever) with the mouse. If you have used Microsoft Paint, that is what the program is like, but bigger and more refined. Paint Shop Pro, for those wondering. 

I did not plan to do finished work on the computer and actually have the snobby painter’s opinion of computer art – nose high in the air! Nor did I have any real skills in the program except what was obvious. Pick a color, choose a brush size, move the mouse where you wanted the color to go.

But one thing led to another. Getting those roughs right got very precise. And then I would discover something new – like how to use the “spray paint” setting. Or the perfect circle. And then I learned how to tear everything up and have to piece it together. In time, I was actually drawing in a bona-fide way. Very physical but using the computer tools. I don’t know how to program a complex color modulation and (embarrassingly) I have no idea how to make a “layer” (like a transparency that you can then color and change but keep detached from an under image. That would have been very useful! I tried so hard to learn! The best I could do was copy an image and overlay it on another one (or a color field) but they would blend and combine – nothing like a colored transparency with opaque sections with the background showing through the transparent sections. As it is, I’m glad because it forced me to interact with the picture more instead of coolly slicing and dicing an image together. I learned the software as I went, beginning with abject ignorance.

Another important factor was the drawing of the cards – IN ORDER. My order, anyway. More on that later. This was meant to be a long-term project (obviously) and I wanted the evolution of the picture to pick up what was happening in my life, to also allow a reaction in the drawing of each card to the card previous (more of the same? or sick of that -- must do something else?), and function as a literal journey. This tarot is a book with chapters (or a house with windows) and has an overall structure as well as each card containing a sense of meanings. I DID take some artistic license to backtrack at times when I learned something new (and important) in either the software or conceptually when some detail in a later card might benefit from some earlier foreshadowing. But the heavy lifting was linear (really zig-zagging along a linear path and ultimately forming a circle but more on that later).

CONSTRUCTING THE MAJORS

Tarot of the Bohemians by Papus guided the essential design of the Majors although the images were deepened by observations by Anonymous and the visual style was guided by “the old masters”. Now how does that make sense to the “outsider” – it’s a little like trying to break out who wrote what in a Beatles song.

So the contribution of Papus must be summarized – which is very difficult to do since he really works to “keep it simple” even as he is building a complex structure to quantify the universe. 

“WE are on the eve of a complete transformation of our scientific methods. Materialism has given us all that we can expect from it, and inquirers, disappointed as a rule, hope for great things from the future, whilst they are unwilling to spend more time in pursuing the path adopted in modern times. Analysis has been carried, in every branch of knowledge, as far as possible, and has only deepened the moats which divide the sciences.

Synthesis becomes necessary; but how can we realize it?” -- CHAPTER I

He uses numbers and geometry, using the tetragrammaton as the foundation. 

“YOD-HE-VAU-HE (יהוה) is the word which indicates to you both, Freemasons and Kabbalists, the Unity of your origin. TAROT, THORA, ROTA are the words which point out to you all, Easterns and 

Westerns, the Unity of your requirements and of your aspirations in the eternal Adam-Eve, the source of all our knowledge and of all our creeds.” – P12
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“The numerical value of the yod leads to other considerations. The Unity-principle, according to the doctrine of the Kabbalists, is also the Unity-end of beings and of things, so that eternity, from this point of view, is only an eternal present. The ancients used a dot in the centre of a circle as the symbol of this idea, the representation of the Unity-principle (the dot) in the centre of eternity (the circle, a line without beginning or end).” – P 20
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[I will use this familiar symbol on the Juggler’s tunic]

YOD-HE-VAU-HE is divine name and an engine of creation. The YOD represents a 1st principle. Since the context is Judaic text, let’s use Genesis as an example. 

· In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was] formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. 

The YOD would be these basic building blocks of creation, essentially God, but creation is still dark and formless (like water).

HE (the 1st HE) is the antithesis of the 1st principle. For everything, there is the opposite so: 

· And God said, "Let there be light," and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and He separated the light from the darkness.

We now have both darkness and light but also earth since the text has implicitly connected atmosphere (“the heavens”) with earth (described as “formless”…“deep”…“waters”).

VAU is the definition of the unifying principle that ties the YOD and HE together.

· God called the light "day," and the darkness he called "night." And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day.

The concept DAY is the unity of darkness and light. But remember, atmosphere has already been associated with water so this needs now needs attending:

HE (the 2nd HE) is formed from the union expressed in the VAU and becomes a new 1st principle, so: 

· And God said, "Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water from water." So God made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse from the water above it. And it was so.

The 2nd HE develops what was once inseparable in the YOD but divided by the 1st HE which made 

something new in the VAU but whose remains are the 2nd HE – here the water – separated from the 

earth to become sky and thus named: 

· God called the expanse "sky." And there was evening, and there was morning—the second day. 

-- becoming therefore a new YOD, (sky – ) 

· And God said, "Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear." And it was so. God called the dry ground "land," and the gathered waters he called "seas." And God saw that it was good. 

-- to again have it’s opposite HE (sky implies earth, in this case defined as waters) a new unity is made defined by the VAU (“lands and waters” – again, earth), the residue of that represented in the 2nd HE, which in turn, is a new YOD…

Make sense?

Numerically this turns a 4 into a 3. YOD-HE-VAU-HE may be four letters as a word but that last letter is a repeat, and also forms the YOD of the next progression. This will be important in dividing the cards into sets of 3 with a shadowy transition 4th that overlaps the 3-sets and make the final count of the 22 Majors exact. 

It is subtle, kind of like breaking light into tones, but Papus follows a YOD-HE-VAU-HE progression in the cards – starting with the Magician, by the way, whom he calls the Juggler (and so I do too, in turn).

Then the concepts to be graphed onto geometric figures (triangles, naturally) and further combined to a stunning “finish” (nothing is ever really finished, of course).

Like stacking boxes, the little triangled concepts are formed into larger triangled concepts. So the first 7 cards are a set of 6 with the added 1 consisting of a shadowy overlapping transition card, moving the second set of 7 and then the last set of seven. These sets of 7 expand in meaning – also following the mechanics of YOD-HE-VAU-HE -- and advance in progression from the material to the invisible.
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“The first septenary corresponds to the Divine World, to God.

The second to Man.

The third to Nature.

Finally, the last ternary indicates the passage from the creative and providential World to the created and fatal world.

This ternary establishes the connection between the major and minor arcana.” – P 59

+++

There is more…much more…

THE VISUAL CHALLENGE 

It seems daunting to even think that all that should be conveyed in pictures of kings and queens et al. But of course – that is the POINT. The visual motifs in the cards should support the underlying structural content. While Papus references the Marseilles deck, he relies even more on the deck by Oswald Wirth, who fine-tuned the images to explicate the occult (or metaphysical) ideas. 

So visually, I drew heavily from the Wirth Majors, particularly the symbolic geometry (expressed in architecture or furniture) and plant life.

But I wanted to advance that as well.

I wanted to also indicate transitions between cards or mating of cards across the multiple continuums of the YOD-HE-VAU-HE structure, triangulations, etc.

I wanted to give visual cues to the meanings of the associated Hebrew letters (all 22 get into the act, not just YOD-HE-VAU-HE) – mistranslated by Court de Gebelin, “Father of the Modern Esoteric Tarot “ and used by Papus. This further linked the work to a bonafide origin of the occult tarot  -- de Gebelin essentially announced the “Egyptian origins” of tarot in his publication, Monde primitif, published 1781.

Also – carefully constructed as the system of Papus may be – it is somewhat mechanical. Ironically, Papus did not quite exceed the zietgiest of his era and his work has the nascent underpinning of the industrial age. 

Meditations on the Tarot by Anonymous was used to “humanize” the images. Anonymous was well aware of Papus and tended to take matters a level up. For instance, Papus may present a complex dynamic of choice, the mating of virtue and vice, in the Lovers card (“This symbol represents reunion, antagonism, with all their consequences.”) but Anonymous develops a more poetic value system:

The central theme of the sixth Arcanum is therefore that of the practice of the vow of chastity, just as the fifth Arcanum had poverty as its theme and the fourth obedience. The sixth Arcanum is at the same time the summary of the two preceding Arcana — chastity being the fruit of obedience and poverty. – Anonymous

Yes. It is Catholic all over but in the best way not the worst. Notice that Anonymous is following the pattern of the YOD-HE-VAU-HE. The card descriptions by Anonymous are also very lively and put flesh on the geometry.

Here the whole composition of the sixth Card is translated from the visual language of the Tarot into that of the poetry of Solomon. For there a dark-haired woman with an impudent face clad in a red robe seizes the shoulder of the young man whilst another, with fair hair and dressed in a blue mantle, makes appeal to his heart with a chaste gesture of her left hand. At the same time, above, a winged infant archer, standing out against a white sphere emitting red, yellow and blue flames, is about to let fly an arrow directed at the other shoulder of the young man. Does one not hear, in contemplating the sixth Card of the Tarot, a voice which says: "I have found you", and another which says: "Those who seek me find me"? Does one not recognise the voice of sensuality and the voice of the heart, and likewise the flashes of fire from above of which king Solomon speaks? – Anonymous

Anonymous does not confine himself to scripture. Like Papus, he is developing a cohesive system of thought in the perimeters of philosophy and world religion. But Anonymous has a deeper grasp of philosophy and world religion than Papus. While Papus is obviously intelligent, Anonymous is an actual intellectual. (Certainly more than I am).  Anonymous actually moves the tarot concepts into a real spirituality with the adorable glow of his personality.

And this would suggest the emotion to attach to the mechanics of the picture.

But remember, I also wanted to incorporate the visual history of tarot, particularly the Renaissance origins in these Major cards, since the Renaissance was the visual crucible for the images. This was the true well from which all else had flowed.

Art today is different than art then and not just in style. We are aware of art through the ages through books and graphics and don’t even think about matters that were critical to the Renaissance artist. Pose, setting, handling of materials constituted full (and complex) ideas having to do with man and the universe. The Renaissance was a time of synthesis as well, a resurrection of ancient ideas that transfigured but did not eliminate (or even try to) the iconographic structure of medieval art except to also include broader and deeper ideas of science and the contemplation of private life. A Renaissance painting may be a portrait but it is really a psychological study with a treatise on perspective “written” by the background.

The cards were a form of popular art and inspired by popular themes but these themes had a strong intellectual imprimatur. Influences on the card images came from romantic poetry, the macabre Danse of Death genre, astronomy/astrology (not quite disconnected) and, of course, the Bible and a history of illuminated manuscripts. 

To evoke the Renaissance meant more than tossing in a feathered cap or a laced boot. It meant a set of visual rules. Because the visual rules were ideas in and of themselves. These ideas were 

drawn from a world view that extended far beyond an academic ivory tower and for all the frozen delicacy the centuries have imparted to the art, it is pretty gutsy stuff.

I regret I did not save all the images I looked at. Research was in the early stages and I hadn’t formed the best habits. Plus I knew the period (but I pored over it again). By good fortune, there were also traveling exhibitions during this time of pertinent works and it was important to see the illuminated manuscripts (for instance) eye to eye to understand the hand of the artist.  

I also studied Robert O’Niel’s exploration of images and underpinnings of meaning endlessly (it seemed).

Beyond repetition of past ideas or art, I was wanted to bring a spirit of innovation to the cards. That was even heralded in tradition by the variety of card patterns and significant changes in some images over the span of time. Because my concentration was so focused on the French roots of the occult tarot and the Italian roots of the Renaissance tarot, it becomes easy to understand how I distanced myself from the Rider-Waite – it was only a version of tarot, after all.

I wanted (but not sure if I got) a distinctly American, modern twist in the cards. But modern would be relative, since the Majors have eternal magnitude. My America would be its rural past and my life has been in west. That would be picked up in the images. And I wanted an ethnic identity in the cards. I intended to reference world religions so I would also reflect aspects of world art as well. All these as spices, if you will.

OK. Ready to play? Here are pertinent correlation between the Juggler and Lovers cards, according to Papus.

…the same rule applies to all the cards, when the total of their number makes 7. Thus--

1
The Juggler
is completed by

1 + 6 = 7.
6
The Lovers

…Each card balances the two others.

p. 130
The 4 balances the 5 and the 6.
The 5 ---------- the 4 and the 6.
The 6 ---------- the 4 and the 5.
(so the Lovers must also reference The Emperor and the Pope cards – JDW)

Juggler:

This symbol is the first of the whole Tarot, 1 and it bears the Unity as its characteristic number.-- Papus
Lovers: 

A beardless youth (our Juggler of the 1st arcanum), but without a hat, is standing motionless in the angle where two roads meet. .-- Papus

Papus describes the Oswald Wirth cards, by the way, and I draw extensively from them too but make deviations. In the Lovers card, in particular, because of its reputation as among the most mutable cards across history, I have fun with the traditional card, flipping the angel to the bottom instead of the top. Given the many versions of the card, that doesn’t seem very radical, I realize, but I am working within a very traditional framework and twisting imagery functions as commentary, not just a design fancy. Still, I do throw in some fanciful items – I couldn’t get away from lemnicates, for instance. 
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The Juggler (Papus in italics)

1. …the spirit descends in its gradual and utter fall towards the material world. This will be shown through a band of deepening color across the magician cards, turning to black and meeting gold in the final magician card, The Hanging Man, but it continues and divides in the Moon and finally surrounds Judgment. As the cards ascend, this descends. -- JDW

2. The top of the figure is occupied by the divine sign of Universal Life ∞ placed upon the head of the Juggler.

3. The tarot of Papus features the Juggler as Man and follows his stages of development rather than the Fool’s Journey, which is based on the RWS..-- JDW

4. The puff shoulders are mine but the visual motif of the two circles will continue throughout the Majors. They tend to reflect: the two principles, active and passive, of the Great All, and it corresponds with the two columns Jakin and Bohas of the temple of Solomon and of Freemasonry
5. The Tree of Good and Evil. Always juxtaposed to the Tree of Life. This has a cognate in the Cabala Tree of Life as well. This symbol will occur throughout the deck. -- JDW
6. Symbol of the Unifying Principle 

7. The right and left of the figure are occupied by the hands of the Juggler, one of them bent towards the Earth, the other raised towards Heaven…Man with one hand seeks for God in heaven, with the other he plunges below, to call up the demon to himself, and thus unites the divine and the diabolic in humanity. In this way the Tarot shows us the rôle of universal mediator accorded to the Adam-Kadmon.
8. The Aleph hieroglyphically expresses Man himself as a collective unity, the master principle, ruler of the earth…The Juggler holds the wand of the Mage in the left hand, which he raises…The Aleph is the middle letter on the wand. Note the similarity in letter form and position of the arms. I have connected the card to The Fool and Death through the use of the Shin (top letter in smaller wand below) – associated with the Fool and the Mem (bottom letter) associated with Death. This was a nod to the RWS to place the Juggler beneath the Fool (or The Excuse, as I call him) and to reference the Cabala – JDW 
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9. The Tree of Life. Always juxtaposed to the Tree of Good and Evil. This has a cognate in the Cabala Tree of Life as well. This symbol will occur throughout the deck. -- JDW

10. A fashion tip from Spain that caught my eye. -- JDW

11. Perhaps it was the solar sign appearance of the Unifying Principle that inspired me but a rising sun (or is it setting?) seemed appropriate. Numbering the lines in a radius is important. There are 12 here. -- JDW
12. …the centre is occupied by the Man himself, placed behind a table covered with divers objects… and the four great symbols of the Tarot are placed before him.

13. By tradition, this is a three-legged table. Papus does not mention it. -- JDW

14. The bottom of the figure represents the Earth ornamented with its productions, the symbol of Nature. I have made four clumps of grass to represent the suits -- Papus explains the meaning of the Juggler’s pose:
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15. This leaf will repeat in the Emperor card and is here used as a general allusion to the Majors.
The Lovers (Papus in italics)

1. …the spirit descends in its gradual and utter fall towards the material world. This will be shown through a band of deepening color across the magician cards, turning to black and meeting gold in the final magician card, The Hanging Man, but it continues and divides in the Moon and finally surrounds Judgment. As the cards ascend, this descends. – JDW

2. The hieroglyphic sign for the Vau is the eye, all that relates to light and brilliancy. The eye establishes the link between the external world and ourselves; by it light and form are revealed to us. The dominant idea expressed by this letter will therefore be that of a connection, of a link between antagonists…The repetition of the 1st arcanum under another form. Here the man is not one of the Initiates. He does not know how to direct the magnetic currents of the Astral Light; he is therefore plunged in the antagonism of the different ideas which he cannot master…The future of the young man depends upon the road which he chooses, whether he becomes one of the Initiates, the Mage of the 1st arcanum (the spiritual ו), or the rash thunder-stricken personage of the 16th arcanum (the ע).

3. The two arms of the Juggler, expressing the positive and negative, the two columns of the temple of Isis, expressing necessity and liberty, are here personified by the two women, who represent Vice and Virtue… His arms form a diagonal cross upon his breast. The arms forming a diagonal cross is from the Oswald Wirth deck not the Marseilles. To emphasize the connection with the Juggler, I have repeated but exaggerated the man’s pose from Card 1. Recall the interpretation by Anonymous of this card as Chastity (and he devotes his chapter to the three vows and three trials, too long to quote here in entirety). – JDW

 “The sixth Arcanum is at the same time the summary of the two preceding Arcana — chastity being the fruit of obedience and poverty. It summarizes the three vows or methods of spiritual discipline in contrasting them with the three trials or temptations opposed to these vows…he choice before which the young man of the sixth Arcanum finds himself placed is of greater significance that that between vice and virtue…” – Anonymous

The spirit of Justice floats above this group in a radiant halo; he bends his bow and aims the arrow of Punishment at the personification of Vice…A profound symbol indicating that if man chooses the path of Virtue he will not be left unaided, but that Providence will ally itself to his will and assist him to overcome vice…In short, this hieroglyphic expresses the struggle between the passions and conscience, the antagonism of ideas…But this antagonism is also the most powerful natural producer that exists in the world, when it resolves itself into LOVE, which attracts the opponents and unites them for ever.

Its signification proceeds from this:--

In the Divine. The Equilibrium between Will and Intelligence--

BEAUTY

(characteristic of the Holy Spirit).

In the Human. The Equilibrium between Power and Authority--

LOVE

(characteristic of Humanity).

CHARITY.

In Nature. The Equilibrium between the Universal soul and the Universal life--

THE UNIVERSAL ATTRACTION.

Universal Love.
4. Instead of two roads I have repeated the motif of the Tree of Good and Evil (left)… -- JDW

5. …counterpoised to the Tree of Life (right) -- JDW

6. The cartoon sweat beads reference the three vows and the three temptations – and show this fellow is in a spot.

7. I have used the letter form of the Vau as the arrow. – JDW

8. A beardless youth (our Juggler of the 1st arcanum), but without a hat, is standing motionless in the angle where two roads meet. Two women, one on his right, the other on his left, each with one hand upon his shoulder, point to the two roads. Again, I use the two trees. -- JDW

9. … the one on the left is dishevelled and crowned with vine leaves.
10. The woman on the right has a circle of gold upon her head…

11. The ubiquitous lemniscate. -- JDW

12. Cash in the pocket. I have twisted the tale somewhat. Our “good” woman may have other motives for marriage than love even if she meets the requirements as a trophy bride. The somewhat ethnic looking “bad” woman on the left seems to be reminding the Juggler of a promise he has forgotten and speaks from the heart. – JDW

13. By tradition or repetition, the woman on the right has two left hands in the Marseilles decks. – JDW

14. I have used a square to form the Juggler’s body to visually link this card to card 4, the Emperor (and his throne). – JDW

Each card balances the two others.

The 4 balances the 5 and the 6.
The 5 ---------- the 4 and the 6.
The 6 ---------- the 4 and the 5.

Its signification proceeds from this:--


[image: image13.jpg]5

(6





15, 18, 19. The light rectangle and the round wings of the angel/preacher (performing a shotgun wedding, it seems to me) are also meant to make a visual reference to the composition of card 5, the Pope, with the round-topped acolytes at the bottom. – JDW

16.  The spirit of Justice floats above this group in a radiant halo; he bends his bow and aims the arrow of Punishment at the personification of Vice. The Lovers card is known for its many variations. I have tweaked tradition in moving the angel to the bottom of the card, transforming the cupid to a country preacher and a light oval as the “radiant halo”. -- JDW

16. Every hat needs a lemniscate (. – JDW

Other card pairings, diagrams, and exegesis per Papus:

In the 1st septenary all the cards which, by addition, formed the number 7, completed each other; in the 2nd septenary all the cards which, added together, form 19, act in the same way.

7

12

The Chariot
is completed by
The Hanged Man


7 + 12 = 19
19 = 10 = 1


8

11

Justice
is completed by
Strength


8+11=19


9

10

The Hermit
is completed by
The Wheel of Fortune


9+10=19


+++

The 13th arcanum is explained by the 10th (Fortune) and by the 16th (Destruction), between which it stands.

10 + 16 = 26 26/2 = 13.

13 is therefore the centre between the Yod (Principle of the creation) and the Ayin (16), Principle of destruction.

The 13th arcanum is completed by the 18th, its complementary, as the fifth was of the second, and the twelfth of the seventh. (See the 8th and the 5th arcana.)

13

18

Death
is completed by
The Moon


13 + 18 = 31
31= 4=10=1


14

17

Temperance
is completed by
The Stars


14+17 = 31


15

16

The Devil
is completed by
Destruction


15 + 16 = 31


Regarding the World card, Papus and Anonymous agree this is the transition to the Minor Arcana. Anonymous makes the further statements that the World card portrays the world as art.

Is this truly the last Arcanum of the twenty-two Major Arcana of the Tarot? Does the series of twenty-two spiritual exercises — each destined to teach how to find and employ a key to the mystery of the world — truly end with a meditation and all understanding of the world as a work of art?…To summarise, it must be admitted that everyone who believes that the invisible becomes visible in the creation and evolution of the world also believes that the creative act, where the idea is transformed into the objective reality of art (and magic), is analogous to what takes place in the formation and transformation of the world. -- Anonymous

Therefore, each Ace in the deck is visually connected to the World card by the oval frame and the magical beast I have associated with the suit. 

I associate the angel with Coins (Pentacles) and Fall; the eagle with Swords and Summer; the lion with Cups and Spring; and the bull with Staves (Wands) and Winter. So seasons progress counter-clockwise – which I thought indicated time going backwards even as we proceeded to the suits which elevate in spiritual apprehension.  

+++
Of course, each card could be annotated like the examples of the Juggler and Lovers card. I completed the Majors first to the point of the drawings done in gold. I would return full circle to the Majors at the end to decide on a color treatment, which turned out ultimately a simple dusty rose with a pale center in contrast to the colors of the Minor Arcana. It seemed fitting that the Majors be a little less immediate and tangible and the ghostly color seemed to suggest this (to me).

CONSTRUCTING THE MINORS

Each suit represents a tarot origin. Each suit tells a story. The pips in each suit are related to the Tree of Life (according to me, I’ll admit). The court cards feature characters from the suit story in introduction or curtain call. The order of the cards within a suit zig-zag through the deck, per my belief of the structure in the RWS deck. Stuart Kaplan identifies the plot line of the Swords and summarizes the stories of the other suits. The story in the Pentacles appears to sequence low to high, the story described in the Swords sequences high to low, the story in the Cups appears to sequence low to high and the story in the Wands appears to sequence high to low. This also matches the trumping pattern if the pips in the game of a tarot (one version anyway). I think Waite et al also considered the rules of the game as possible sources of meaning. It may be this was related the Tree and Life and the energy pattern multi-directional.  

My illustrated pips also bear a touchstone to the RWS cards, with some latitude in interpretation.

The Aces all relate the World card. The 6’s all feature the magical beast of the World card as the pinnacle of earthy apprehension (Tipheret). The 10’s all reference the Wheel card as Malkuth, the Kingdom. A Major (or a detail from a Major) will make a cameo appearance in each suit. 

The color scheme builds as the deck progresses through the Four Worlds of the Tree of Life. Each suit is assigned a season and element. 

However, the suits connect in circular fashion – the Coins ascend to the Swords, which ascend to the Cups, which ascend to the Staves, which descend to the Coins. There will be hints of this in the Kings and 2’s (I preferred to keep the Aces essentially pure although color transitions might occur).

The Coins are Assiah - the world of making, the season is Fall, the element is Earth. My Coins are more concrete than bucolic however. The tarot origin is the modern era begun by the RWS and essentially researched in the British Museum by members of the Golden Dawn. The British Museum appears in the Ace. The story is one of rags to riches. A moon-headed sign painter, an immigrant perhaps, makes his way through the world, picking up others along the way. The cards also tell a story of fashion and we walk through the 20th Century from the 30’s to somewhere contemporary. 

The Swords are Yetzirah - the world of formation. Yetzirah is described by Colin Law to contain all that is “intangible but real”, including the abstractions of ideas and culture. The Swords have an ambiguity because the contemporary shortcut connotation of the cards associates them with the intellect but the images of the Rider-Waite seem to tell a story of misery and heartbreak, emotions one might think are the province of the Cups. Is the message that knowledge brings despair? Would that mean invariably? I have used the Egyptian myth of Osiris in these cards for several reasons, including a resolution to this question. The color is red and the season is summer, befitting the heat of the Sahara desert. The cards begin with the summer stars. Likewise the element is Fire, per Eliphas Levi, not Waite or Crowley, who designate Air. The element of Fire is significant because this suit is about the formation of the mind AND heart. Knowledge is not only objective, having to do with the external world but also wisdom, self-knowledge, which is formed through suffering, with no one is exempt. Suffering is a fire that purges us from our delusions and conceits. Although painful, by walking through the fire, we emerge as more authentic and true to our self. The tarot origin is its myth as the ancient Egyptian wisdom. 

The Egyptian myth of Osiris, Isis, Horace and Set – in this deck, written by Thoth and weighed by Ma’at – describes the seminal “dying god” crucial to Western spirituality. Set murders his brother but Osiris is briefly returned to life to conceive Horace before he descends to the underworld, becoming king over, which is his true greatness. Isis is forced to beg in the streets, hiding Horace, but he a baby fierce enough to hold snakes in his fists. As he grows, he hunts Set, and their eternal battle (costing Set his testicles and Horace his eyes) is the national identity of Upper and Lower Egypt, a disparate but cohesive civilization, enormously powerful, for over 3000 years. The myth anticipates Western religion, culture, and morality, triumph through sacrifice, and it’s told through hieroglyphics, the Egyptians among the earliest to have developed written language.

The Cups are Briah - the world of creation. Colin Law frequently uses the phrase “something out of nothing” to convey the idea and this links the Swords to the Cups which also maintains the Cups suit’s traditional association with feelings, particularly love. After the fire of the Swords, the purging of self and suffering that has released selfishness and self-importance, one is capable of true love. This has no basis in logic nor is it irresponsible. It seems to come from nothing. Love creates. Love ultimately creates life. A child’s conception may be described through science but spiritually considered, among those who have endured the fire of the Swords and not run from it, a child’s conception begins in love. Love cannot be seen or touched, this conception is something from nothing.

Love is full but foolish too and there are more kinds of love than love in marriage or child bearing. There is the delight in attraction, the joy among friends, the spats between lovers, the despair of crushed love, the pureness of first love, the pitfalls of self love, the intractable duties of love, even love for one’s country, the love of home and of family. Love is the most powerful and baffling of emotions.

The Cups are blue, the season is spring, the cards begin with the spring stars, and the element is Water. The setting is France, circa the end of Monarchy and towards the age of Revolution.  These are eras of variable passion indeed, ranging from the cultivated connoisseurship of delight and delicacy among the aristocracy to their arrogance and cruelty to the working class and the opposing rage of the people’s descending into terror. 

This is also the historical crucible of the occult tarot, not by myth but fact. A bourgeois intellectual – perhaps better described as dilettante -- a minister by trade in the Age of Enlightenment, Court de Gebelin publishes his announcement, with royalty among his readership, that the tarot is a product of ancient Egypt. He offers seminal associations between the cards and the letters of the Hebrew alphabet and the Cabala tree of Life, and presents meanings attributed to some cards. An algebra tutor, otherwise unlettered, but ambitious, comes to compete with De Gebelin’s announcement, having already written on a book on divination using a standard 52 card Piquet deck. He has reversed the letters of his name, in a theatrical gesture, to call himself Eteilla, and he claims to have known about the Egyptian origins of the tarot for years, even numbering the gold plates used by the scribes of Thoth to make the first edition. Eteilla rearranges the order of the cards, rectifying them to their “origin” and uses his math skills ingeniously to apply the cards to astrological charting as well. He establishes a school in the education of tarot and has devoted students. 

After the fall of Monarchy and social unrest permeates the country, a priest in training, melancholy and mercurial by nature, leaves his order in despair, to change his name to Eliphas Levi, and devote his life and self employment to the study and implementation of the magic arts. He rejects Etiella’s card order – and Etiella will be shammed by subsequent tarotists as a illiterate wigmaker because his office was housed above a barber’s shop. Levi advances de Gebelin’s first strikes to associate the cards with Egyptology and Jewish mysticism. A talented artist, he begins drafts of a new rectified deck true to its origin. He writes and has a private practice until his death, on the day that Aleister Crowley is born, who later claims he is the reincarnation of Levi. As Levi is receiving last rites, the Industrial Age has begun.       

The Staves are Atlizuth - the world of emanation or nearness. Colin Law describes Atlizuth as “the world of closeness or nearness to God, the world where one is bathed in the undifferentiated light. In the terminology of the Merkabah mystics, it is the world of the Throne.” It is beyond human comprehension or natural perception. It is the ineffable. It appropriately ascends from the Cups, which contained all human love but Atlizuth nears the creator of love, which cannot be contained. The contemporary shortcut description of this suit’s meaning is creativity, sexuality and invisible power, clearly correlating with the idea of emanation, if written somewhat smaller.

As an invisible emanation, even a breath of life, this suit is assigned Air as the element (again, per Levi, not Waite or Crowley). The tradition color associated with Air is yellow. The season is winter, a time of silence and awe, sometimes magic. The suit begins with the winter stars. The setting is the mountains, sacred places across all cultures. 

This suit required a different treatment than the others because the content is so elevated it enters abstraction. The story in the Staves is therefore a fantasy, an impossible story, with an ephemeral truth. Like the used floating staffs (or wands) in the Rider-Waite, it transcends normal experience.

The tarot origin here is actually collective. It is a type of origin, most commonly expressed as a transcultural transmission of the tarot, with the most best expression of this the story of the Templar Knights. The mythos is that the Knights of Templar accepted tarot wisdom from the Saradin, converting to Muslimism, to be subsequently excommunicated and murdered by the church. The temple devoted to the knights in London has some truly bizarre attributes, including weird, ghastly, ghostly faces as ornamentation. Levi would claim he sketched the Baphomet of his Devil card from Templar temple wall but this is unfounded. Modern historians believe some knights were excommunicated as a way the government could avoid debt payments. The is little evidence for the rest of the story.

Other types of this transcultural myth include associating the tarot with the Hindu cosmology (Papus is especially enamored with this) and even transmission from Korea, evidenced by gambling strips of paper with written symbols on them.

I wanted to address the Templar Knight mythos but found it difficult to match its sub-themes of corruption and murder to the nature of the suit. Instead, I used the general ideas of a transcultural mythos to make a fantasy of medieval crusaders, a family of them, somehow advancing into the Himalayas to encounter an Eastern deva. The deva is designed from both Indian and Asian sources, somewhat Hindu, somewhat Buddhist. 

In a way, it is meant as a meeting of the world religions as symbols for the emanation of Atlizuth. Like the wands and men in the Rider-Waite, there is encounter, conflict and resolution but departure as well. It seemed to me properly representative of the sameness in ways among the world religions but also their distinctions.

The special passion that people bring to religion, above family, even society, positively expressed, also seemed consistent with the abstract nature of this, most elevated, of the Four Worlds.

Above the suits then are the Majors, which I conceived as the architecture of the Universe, beyond apprehension except as arcanum.

This has been a summary of the Kingdom Highway. Tarot deck, tarot history, spiritual journey, pretty pictures. Take it as you will and enjoy!
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