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UNLOCKING THE SYMBOLISM OF
THE ORIGINAL RIDER WAITE
TAROT PACK

For over a century, the Original Rider
Waite  Tarot  Pack  has  remained  the
most recognized and trusted deck in the
world  of  tarot.  Whether  you  are  a
complete  beginner  curious  about  your
first  reading  or  an  experienced
practitioner  seeking  deeper  symbolic
understanding, this deck serves as the

foundational  text  of  modern  tarot.  Its
enduring appeal lies not just in its age,
but  in  its  revolutionary  approach  to
imagery and storytelling.  Unlike earlier
decks  that  featured  only  the  suit
symbols in the minor arcana, the Rider
Waite  Smith  deck  (as  it  is  formally
known) introduced full, narrative scenes
for every single card. This breakthrough
made  tarot  accessible,  intuitive,  and
profoundly more meaningful for millions
of  readers.  Today,  we will  explore the
history,  structure,  symbolism,  and
lasting  influence  of  this  iconic  pack,
helping you appreciate why it continues
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to be the gold standard in tarot practice.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DECK

The story of the Original Rider Waite
Tarot  Pack  begins  in  the  early  20th
century with two remarkable individuals:
Arthur  Edward  Waite  and  Pamela
Colman Smith.  Waite was a prominent
British mystic,  scholar,  and member of
the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.
He  possessed  a  deep  knowledge  of
Western  esotericism,  Kabbalah,  and
alchemy.  Dissatisfied  with  the  limited
scope  of  traditional  tarot  decks,  he
envisioned a deck that could serve as a
complete system of spiritual instruction.
To  b r ing  th i s  v i s i on  to  l i f e ,  he
commissioned  a  talented  artist  named
Pamela  Colman  Smith,  also  known  as
Pixie.  Smith  was  an  American-British

artist,  illustrator,  and  writer  with  a
unique  artistic  style  that  blended
symbolism  with  a  folk-art  sensibility.
Published in 1909 by the Rider Company
in London, the deck was originally titled
The  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Deck.  Smith
created 78 stunning illustrations under
Waite's  guidance,  ensuring  that  each
card  contained  layers  of  symbolic
meaning.  The  deck  was  revolutionary.
For  the  first  time,  the  minor  arcana
cards—from the Two of Cups to the Five
of  Pentacles—told visual  stories  that  a
reader  could  interpret  without  relying
solely  on  memorized  meanings.  This
democratized  tarot  and  transformed  it
from a cryptic system for initiates into a
living, visual language for everyone.
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The Role of
Pamela Colman
Smith
I t  is  impossible  to  overstate  the
contribution of Pamela Colman Smith to
the  success  of  the  Original  Rider
Waite  Tarot  Pack .  Whi le  Waite
provided the symbolic framework, it was
Smith's artistic talent that gave the deck
its soul. Her use of bold outlines, vibrant
colors, and expressive figures created an
emotional  resonance  that  transcends
time. The characters in the cards are not
stiff  archetypes;  they  are  people  in
moments of joy, sorrow, contemplation,
and  action.  Smith's  ability  to  convey

complex  spiritual  concepts  through
simple, accessible imagery was nothing
shor t  o f  gen ius .  For  years ,  her
contribution  was  underrecognized,  but
modern tarot enthusiasts and historians
now  rightfully  celebrate  her  as  a  co-
creator of this masterpiece.

STRUCTURE OF THE ORIGINAL
RIDER WAITE TAROT PACK

Like  all  traditional  tarot  decks,  the
Original  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Pack  is
divided into two main sections: the Major
Arcana and the Minor Arcana. However,
i t  is  the  way  these  sect ions  are
illustrated that sets this deck apart.
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The Major
Arcana: The

Fool's Journey
The Major Arcana consists of 22 cards,
numbered from 0 (The Fool) to 21 (The
World). These cards represent the major
archetypal  themes and life  lessons we
encounter on our spiritual journey. In the
Original  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Pack,
each card is a rich tapestry of symbols.
The Fool dances on the edge of a cliff, a
small  dog  at  his  heels,  symbolizing
innocence and the leap of faith. The High
Priestess  sits  between  two  pillars,
holding  a  scroll,  representing  hidden
knowledge and intuition.  The Tower  is

struck by lightning, flames erupting from
its windows, a powerful image of sudden
upheaval  and  revelation.  Waite  and
Smith  filled  these  cards  with  esoteric
symbols—Hebrew  letters,  astrological
correspondences,  and  alchemical
signs—that  reward  close  study  and
contemplation.
Some of  the most iconic Major Arcana
cards in this deck include:

The Magician: Standing at a
table with the four suits before
him, one hand pointing to the sky
and the other to the ground,
embodying the principle of "As
above, so below."
Death: A skeletal knight riding a
white horse, carrying a black
banner. Far from being a card of



Original Rider Waite Tarot Pack 5

5

literal death, it represents
transformation and the ending of a
cycle.
The Star: A naked woman
kneeling by a pool of water,
pouring water from two jugs. It is a
card of hope, renewal, and
spiritual guidance.
The Moon: A path winding
between two towers under a full
moon, with a dog and wolf howling
and a crayfish emerging from the
water. It speaks to illusion, fear,
and the subconscious mind.

The Minor

Arcana: The Four
Suits
The Minor Arcana consists of  56 cards
divided  into  four  suits:  Wands,  Cups,
Swords,  and  Pentacles.  Each  suit
represents  a  different  aspect  of  life.
Wands  are  associated  with  creativity,
passion,  and  action.  Cups  relate  to
emotions,  relationships,  and  intuition.
Swords govern intellect, communication,
and  conflict.  Pentacles  deal  with  the
material  world,  work,  and  finances.
Within  each  suit,  there  are  cards
numbered  Ace  through  Ten,  plus  four
Court Cards: Page, Knight,  Queen, and
King.
What makes the Original Rider Waite
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Tarot Pack  truly unique is  that every
single  Minor  Arcana  card  has  a  fully
illustrated scene. Before this deck, cards
like  the  Three  of  Swords  might  have
simply shown three swords. In the Rider
Waite Smith deck, the Three of Swords
depicts  three  swords  piercing  a  heart,
set against a stormy sky. This image of
heartbreak and sorrow is immediate and
powerful.  Similarly,  the  Ten  of  Cups
shows a happy family under a rainbow,
symbolizing  emotional  fulfillment  and
domestic bliss. These visual stories allow
readers to connect with the cards on a
deep, intuitive level.
Key  Minor  Arcana  cards  in  this  deck
include:

Ace of Cups: A hand holding a
golden cup from which five

streams of water flow, with a dove
holding a wafer. It represents the
beginning of love and emotional
abundance.
Eight of Pentacles: A craftsman
working diligently on a coin. It
symbolizes skill, apprenticeship,
and dedication to one's craft.
Seven of Swords: A figure
sneaking away from a camp with
five swords in his arms, leaving
two behind. It suggests deception,
strategy, and acting alone.
Five of Wands: Five youths
wielding staves, seemingly in a
struggle. It represents
competition, conflict, and the
energy of a challenge.
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WHY THE ORIGINAL RIDER WAITE
TAROT PACK REMAINS THE GOLD

STANDARD

In  a  world  filled  with  countless  tarot
decks—from minimalist  black-and-white
designs to elaborate fantasy decks—the
Original  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Pack
continues to hold its place as the most
recommended  deck  for  beginners  and
the most trusted tool for professionals.
Several  factors  contribute  to  this
enduring  popularity.

Accessibility and

Intuitiveness
The  full-scene  illustrations  make  the
deck  incredibly  accessible.  A  beginner
can often guess the general meaning of
a card simply by looking at the picture.
The  Two  of  Cups  shows  two  people
exchanging  cups,  clearly  indicating
partnership  and  mutual  affection.  The
Ten of  Swords shows a figure lying face
down  with  ten  swords  in  his  back,
unmistakably  conveying  a  sense  of
painful  ending  or  betrayal.  This  visual
clarity  reduces  the learning curve and
allows  new  readers  to  start  giving
m e a n i n g f u l  r e a d i n g s  a l m o s t
immediately.
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Rich Symbolism
for Deep Study
While the deck is accessible,  it  is also
endlessly deep. Waite and Smith packed
each  card  with  layers  of  esoteric
symbolism that reward years of  study.
The colors, numbers, directions, objects,
and  figures  all  have  meaning  within  the
Hermetic and Kabbalistic traditions. The
Original  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Pack  is
not  just  a  tool  for  divination;  it  is  a
textbook of  Western occult  philosophy.
Serious  students  can  spend  a  lifetime
unpacking  the  correspondences
embedded  in  the  artwork.

Influence on
Modern Tarot
It  is difficult to find a modern tarot deck
that  has  not  been  influenced  by  the
Rider  Waite  Smith  system.  The  vast
majority  of  decks  published today use
the same structure, meanings, and even
visual compositions established by Waite
and Smith. The imagery of The Lovers,
The Chariot,  and The Hermit from this
deck  are  so  deeply  ingrained  in  our
collective consciousness that they have
become the standard against which all
other  versions  are  measured.  The
Original Rider Waite Tarot Pack  is,
quite  simply,  the template for  modern
tarot.
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HOW TO BEGIN YOUR JOURNEY
WITH THE ORIGINAL RIDER
WAITE TAROT PACK

If you are new to tarot, owning a copy of
the Original Rider Waite Tarot Pack
is  the  perfect  starting  point.  Here  are
some practical  steps  to  begin  working
with this deck.

Familiarize
Yourself with the
Cards
Spend time simply looking at the cards.
Shuffle  the  deck  and  pull  a  card  each
day. Study the image. Notice the colors,

the expressions on the faces, the objects
in  the  scene,  and  the  overall  mood.
Write  down  your  first  impressions  in  a
journal before you look up the traditional
meaning. This practice helps you build a
personal relationship with the cards.

Learn the
Structure
Understand  the  difference  between  the
Major and Minor Arcana. Learn the four
suits  and  their  associations.  Memorize
the  court  cards  and  their  roles.  The
structure of the Original Rider Waite
Tarot  Pack  is  logical  and  consistent,
and mastering it will give you a strong
foundation for any other deck you might
explore later.
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Practice Simple
Spreads
Start with simple spreads like a three-
card spread (past, present, future) or the
Celtic Cross (a ten-card spread that is a
classic of tarot tradition). The Original
Rider Waite Tarot Pack is particularly
well-suited for these spreads because its
rich imagery gives you plenty of material
to work with in each position.

COLLECTING AND AUTHENTICITY:
WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Originally  published  in  1909  ,  the
Original Rider Waite Tarot Pack has
gone  through  multiple  printings  and
editions. The modern version published

by  US  Games  Systems  is  widely
c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  m o s t  f a i t h f u l
reproduction  of  the  original  artwork.
When  purchas ing ,  l ook  fo r  the
publisher's name on the box and check
the  quality  of  the  card  stock  and  the
vibrancy  of  the  colors.  Some  editions
offer slightly different color palettes, but
the artwork itself remains true to Smith's
original paintings.
Collectors  may  seek  vintage  editions
from  the  mid-20th  century,  but  these
can be expensive and fragile. For daily
use  and  study,  the  standard  modern
edition  of  the  Original  Rider  Waite
Tarot Pack  is  excellent.  It  includes  a
small  booklet  with  basic  meanings,
though  many  readers  prefer  to
s u p p l e m e n t  t h i s  w i t h  m o r e
comprehensive  guidebooks  that  delve
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deeper into the symbolism.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS TOOL
FOR SELF-DISCOVERY

The Original Rider Waite Tarot Pack
is more than just a deck of cards. It is a
cultural  artifact,  a spiritual  tool,  and a
work of art that continues to inspire and
guide  people  around  the  world.  Its
genius  lies  in  its  perfect  balance  of
simplicity and depth, making it equally

valuable  for  a  casual  reader  seeking
daily guidance and a serious scholar of
the esoteric tradition. Whether you are
drawn  to  the  vibrant  illustrations  of
Pamela  Colman  Smith,  the  mystical
framework  of  Arthur  Edward Waite,  or
the rich history of  the deck itself,  the
Original Rider Waite Tarot Pack offers an
inexhaustible well of wisdom. Pick up a
copy,  take a deep breath,  and let  the
cards speak


