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Summary 

AI summary 
The document is a monograph titled, "The Book of Thoth in Form and Act: A Monograph on 
the Historical, Artistic, and Philosophical Significance of the Crowley-Harris Tarot," which 
details the history, structure, and esoteric meaning of the Thoth Tarot deck created by 
Aleister Crowley and Lady Frieda Harris. 
 
Here is a summary of the main points: 

●​ Part 1: Genesis and History: The deck was a five-year collaborative magnum opus 
between the occultist Aleister Crowley (who provided the symbolic structure and 
text, The Book of Thoth) and the artist and patron Lady Frieda Harris (who provided 
the artistic vision and funding). The 78 paintings were created between 1938 and 
1943, against the backdrop of World War II, which is seen as the "Tower" moment 
of the old spiritual age. Despite completion in 1943, the full-color deck was not 
published until 1969, first existing for 25 years as a niche, limited-edition book, 
cementing its identity as a profound esoteric text or "grimoire." 

●​ Part 2: Artistic Synthesis: The deck's visual power comes from Harris's "magnificent 
Art Deco" style, which is intentionally modern, geometric, and anti-sentimental to 
reflect Thelema's "New Aeon of Horus." Critically, Harris integrated a second 
esoteric system: Projective Synthetic Geometry, a spiritual practice from the Rudolf 
Steiner's Anthroposophy, which gives the cards their unique, "crystalline" and 
multi-dimensional feel by visually depicting "formative etheric forces." 

●​ Part 3: The Thelemic Doctrinal Core: The deck functions as the definitive visual 
codification of Crowley's religion of Thelema, based on The Book of the Law. Its 
purpose is to be a practical tool for the "Great Work"—the spiritual quest to discover 
one's "True Will." The deck's cosmology is centered on the Thelemic trinity of Nuit 
(infinite space), Hadit (the infinitely small point), and their child Ra-Hoor-Khuit 
(Horus), who rules the dawning "New Aeon." 

●​ Part 4: Structural & Qabalistic Architecture: The deck is systematically built upon 
the Hermetic Tree of Life. 

○​ The Major Arcana (22 Trumps) are mapped to the 22 paths. 
○​ The Minor Arcana (Aces to Tens) are mapped to the 10 Sephiroth (e.g., all 

Fives correspond to Geburah/Severity; all Tens to Malkuth/Kingdom). 
○​ The Court Cards are radically reconfigured from the RWS's feudal 

archetypes (King, Page) to a Cosmic Family (Knight, Queen, Prince, 
Princess) representing the four letters of the Qabalistic name of God, the 
Tetragrammaton (Yod-He-Vau-He), and a 4-step formula for manifestation 
(Fire/Knight generates, Water/Queen forms, Air/Prince executes, 
Earth/Princess manifests). 

○​ The Minor Arcana are abstract and non-narrative, designed to depict pure 
Sephirotic energy combined with astrological attributions, shifting the deck's 
function from simple divination to a magical map of cosmic forces. 

●​ Part 5: Major Arcana Revisions: Crowley's renaming of key Major Arcana reflects 
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Thelemic theology: 
○​ Art (vs. Temperance) replaces passive balance with the active, alchemical 

process of "blending opposites" to create a new, higher substance. 
○​ Adjustment (vs. Justice) replaces human moral judgment with impersonal, 

cosmic "karmic cause and effect," linking it to the Egyptian goddess Maat. 

 

Part 1: Genesis: The Forging of a 20th Century 
Grimoire 
 

The Thoth Tarot deck is a seminal and defining artifact of 20th-century Western esotericism. 
Its significance cannot be understood by viewing it as a mere set of 78 cards; it must be 
analyzed as a complex intellectual and artistic collaboration, a "grimoire" in painted form that 
codifies one of the most influential—and controversial—philosophical systems of its era. The 
deck's creation was a protracted and difficult synthesis, forged against the backdrop of global 
catastrophe. Its fractured publication history, which saw it exist as a scholarly text for 
decades before it became a popular tool, cemented its identity as an object of profound study 
rather than simple divination. 

 

1.1 The Collaboration of the Beast and the Baronet 
 

The Thoth Tarot was the "brainchild" of Aleister Crowley 1, the infamous and influential English 
occultist, ceremonial magician, and founder of the religion of Thelema. However, the deck 
would never have been realized without the artistic genius and financial patronage of Lady 
Frieda Harris. Harris, an accomplished artist, first met Crowley in 1937.1 She was not merely a 
hired illustrator but an active collaborator who soon became his "magical pupil" and "firm 
friend".1 Harris became an initiate of Crowley's magical order, the Ordo Templi Orientis 
(O.T.O.), and it was she who suggested a "re-imagined tarot" based on Crowley's foundational 
text, The Book of the Law.2 

Harris’s role as a collaborator was complex. She was not a passive illustrator but a driving 
force who persuaded Crowley to create entirely new designs rather than "redraw" an old pack 
as he had originally intended.3 To facilitate this, she provided him with a weekly stipend to 
teach her the requisite occult knowledge, effectively becoming his patron.3 Their working 
relationship was defined by a productive and rigorous tension. Crowley provided "meticulous 
instructions" and "rough sketches", demanding exacting symbolic accuracy. He acted as a 
"fanatical slave-driver", and Harris, with "inexhaustible patience", often repainted the same 
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card as many as "eight times" to meet his standards.4 

This partnership was a dialectic, not a dictation. Harris, an artist with her own developed 
vision, often resisted Crowley's rigid analysis, writing to him, "I want to express everything in 
color and form and analysis does cramp the painter".3 She found his occult texts as difficult as 
"Sanskrit," 3 while he, in turn, criticized her avant-garde, surrealist tendencies as "metaphysics 
and not art".3 The deck's singular power is a direct result of this friction. It is not a purely 
Crowleyan artifact. It is a synthesis of two powerful, and at times competing, visions: 
Crowley's rigid, analytical, symbol-driven occultism and Harris's intuitive, dynamic, and 
artist-centric modernism. This tension is what elevated the project from a simple "update" into 
the "magnum opus" that both creators came to regard as their life's work. 

 

1.2 A Project Forged in War (1938-1943) 
 

Crowley originally intended the Thoth deck to be a six-month project aimed at "updating the 
traditional pictorial symbolism of the tarot".5 However, due to the vastly increased scope of 
their collaboration, the project spiraled into a five-year magnum opus. The 78 paintings were 
created between 1938 and 1943.2 

This timeline is not incidental; it is central to the deck's philosophical weight. The cards were 
painted "during the years of the Second World War" 1, a time of "great national anguish". The 
original paintings, now housed at the Warburg Institute in London, were created using 
"wartime materials". This historical context provides a literal, physical manifestation of the 
deck's central philosophy. The Thoth deck is a Thelemic work heralding the "New Aeon" of 
Horus, a new spiritual era of self-realization.6 This new aeon is posited as replacing the "old 
Aeon of Osiris," which represents the patriarchal, "dying god" religions that Crowley sought to 
supplant. The Second World War was the literal, physical, and apocalyptic "Tower" 
moment—the violent self-destruction of that Old Aeon. Crowley and Harris were, in effect, 
midwifing the archetypes of a new world while the old one was burning down around them. 
The deck's themes of "Strife," "Ruin," and "Interference" were not abstract concepts but daily 
realities, giving the artwork a profound and immediate energetic charge. 

 

1.3 From Manuscript to Mainstream: A Fractured Publication History 
 

Despite the completion of the paintings in 1943, neither of the creators would live to see the 
deck published in its full-color form.2 Aleister Crowley died in 1947, and Lady Frieda Harris 
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died in 1962.4 This decades-long delay in its publication is a crucial component of the deck's 
significance. 

The images were first published not as cards, but as 200 limited, signed edition bookplates 
for Crowley's accompanying text, The Book of Thoth, in 1944.2 For twenty-five years, this text 
was the primary form in which the project existed. The first card edition, published by the 
Simpson Printing Company, was the "Sangreal One-Color Tarot," printed with simple blue ink 
on the front and red on the back.7 

The first full-color deck was not published until 1969 by Samuel Weiser.4 This was quickly 
followed by a Llewellyn (A1) edition (c. 1967-1969) that was infamous for its printing mistakes, 
such as the "Ace of Pentacles printed up-side down" and the "8 of Cups missing its 
numbers".5 This chaotic release led to a confusing slew of early versions (A1, A2, B, C) with 
different publishers, corrected errors, different borders, and the inclusion of extra cards, such 
as the Ordo Templi Orientis playing card or the Thelemic Unicursal Hexagram. 

This fractured publication history is key to the deck's identity. Its 25-year existence 
(1944-1969) only as a limited-edition book cemented its reputation as a profound esoteric text 
long before it was a popular tool. It was born a "grimoire," not a "deck." Furthermore, its 1969 
release was a historical accident of profound importance. It was born posthumously at the 
absolute zenith of the 1960s counter-culture and the subsequent New Age occult revival. This 
perfect timing ensured its mainstream adoption, transforming it from a niche occultist's text 
into one of the "bestselling and most beloved tarots in the world", a deck that has "never been 
out of print" since its release.8 

 

Part 2: The Artistic Synthesis of Lady Frieda Harris 
 

While the philosophical framework of the Thoth deck belongs to Crowley, its visual power and 
enduring appeal are a testament to the distinct artistic genius of Lady Frieda Harris. Her 
contribution was not merely one of transcription but of a profound artistic synthesis, blending 
the most modern stylistic trends of her time with a complex geometric philosophy derived 
from a separate esoteric school. This dual-layered approach is what makes the Thoth deck a 
masterpiece of 20th-century art, independent of its occult content. 

 

2.1 Art Deco and the Esoteric Avant-Garde 
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Harris's work on the Thoth deck is consistently and correctly identified as a "magnificent art 
deco" creation. This style, with its "striking beauty" 8, is fused with "rich in Egyptian 
symbolism", creating a visual language that is simultaneously ancient and futuristic. 

Critically, Harris's artistic style was "a little ahead of her time." She was "at that very cusp of 
the change into more blatantly abstract, conceptual art". This is often contrasted with the 
artist of the Rider-Waite-Smith (RWS) deck, Pamela Colman Smith, whose Art Nouveau style 
was, by the time of the Thoth's creation, "antiquated". 

The choice of Art Deco is not merely decorative; it is a profound philosophical statement. Art 
Deco is the aesthetic of the machine age—dynamic, geometric, streamlined, and 
anti-sentimental. This visual language is the perfect and, perhaps, only possible expression of 
Thelema's "New Aeon" of Horus. Harris's style viscerally communicates a new era of 
"passionate power", science, and self-realization. It makes a definitive visual break from the 
"dying" Victorian and Edwardian sentimentality of the Old Aeon, an era that the RWS deck 
visually represents. In the Thoth deck, the style is the message. 

 

2.2 "Painting in Crystals": The Application of Projective Synthetic 
Geometry 
 

The most complex and unique aspect of Harris's art, and what separates it from all other tarot 
decks, is her integration of a separate and distinct esoteric system: projective synthetic 
geometry. Alongside her work for Crowley, Harris was a dedicated student of Rudolf Steiner's 
Anthroposophy.9 In 1937, the same year she met Crowley, she began "taking lessons in 
projective synthetic geometry" based on the ideas of Goethe and Steiner, under the tutelage 
of Olive Whicher and George Adams.9 

This system is not simply mathematics; in the Steiner-Goethean tradition, it is a spiritual 
practice. Steiner described it as "a method of training the imaginative faculties of thinking". It 
is a way to "turn inside-out our way of seeing" and gain a "precise scientific understanding" of 
the invisible "formative (etheric) forces at work in nature". It is, as one source describes, a 
"path leading from the physical into the etheric". 

Harris "infused" her paintings with this system, and it is this that gives the cards their "radical 
art style". This geometry is "thrillingly manifested in Harris's use of lines, nets, arcs, swirls, 
twists and angles combined to visually redefine the fabric of space". A prime example is the 
Hierophant (Trump V), where the large hexagram and smaller pentagrams are not static 
symbols but "show the movement of a potential geometry through space". 

The Thoth Tarot is, therefore, a dual-system masterpiece. It visually contains Crowley's 
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symbolic system (Qabalah, astrology, Thelema) and Harris's visual, geometric system 
(Steiner/Anthroposophy). This "projective geometry" is what gives the cards their unique, 
multi-dimensional, and "crystalline" feel. Harris is not just painting symbols of forces; she is 
using a sophisticated geometric language to paint the formative etheric forces themselves as 
they "redefine the fabric of space". This profound layering of esoteric thought, where Steiner's 
"etheric" vision provides the form for Crowley's Thelemic content, makes the Thoth deck a 
singular achievement in Western art. 

 

Part 3: The Thelemic Doctrinal Core 
 

The primary significance of the Thoth Tarot is its function as the definitive visual codification 
of Aleister Crowley's philosophy and "new religious movement" of Thelema. The deck is not 
merely "influenced" by Thelema; it is Thelema, translated into a 78-part symbolic language. Its 
structure, revisions, and symbolism are all explicitly designed to guide the user into the 
consciousness of the "New Aeon" it proclaims. 

 

3.1 "Do what thou wilt": The Book of the Law as Archetype 
 

The Thoth deck is a "re-imagined tarot based on the Book of the Law" (Liber AL vel Legis).2 
This text is the "scripture" of Thelema, which Crowley claimed was dictated to him in Cairo in 
1904 by a "non-corporeal entity named Aiwass". 

The central tenets of Thelema, which form the deck's philosophical foundation, are "Do what 
thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law" and "Love is the law, love under will". This is frequently 
misinterpreted as "libertinism" or "anarchy". However, in Thelemic doctrine, it represents a 
rigorous, lifelong spiritual quest to "discover and follow one's True Will". This "True Will" is 
understood as a "divine and individual purpose that transcends ordinary desires", and the 
process of attaining it is known as the "Great Work". 

The Thoth Tarot's primary significance, therefore, is its role as a practical tool and visual 
grimoire for achieving this "Great Work." It is not just about Thelema; it is a codified engine for 
Thelema. Each card is a meditation, a "lesson", and a key to a specific "palace" of 
consciousness, designed to guide the practitioner toward the discovery and execution of their 
unique "True Will." The deck's notorious complexity is a direct reflection of the difficulty and 
personal responsibility inherent in this "Great Work." 
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3.2 The Thelemic Cosmology and the "Aeon of Horus" 
 

The Thoth deck is built to reflect and initiate the user into a new spiritual paradigm. Thelema 
posits that human history is divided into a series of "Aeons," and that humanity has now 
entered the "Aeon of Horus".6 This "New Aeon" is one of "self-realisation" and is ruled by "the 
Sun and active energies" of the child-god Horus. It follows the "old Aeon of Osiris" 
(representing patriarchal, "dying god" religions like Christianity) and the even earlier Aeon of 
Isis (the matriarchal era). 

The Thelemic "trinity" or cosmology is explicitly visualized throughout the deck, most notably 
in The Aeon card (Trump XX).6 This cosmology consists of: 

●​ Nuit: The "highest deity," the infinitely expanded night sky, "ultimate source of 
possibilities".6 

●​ Hadit: The "infinitely small point," the core of individual consciousness and manifestation, 
"motion".6 

●​ Ra-Hoor-Khuit (Horus): The "child" of Nuit and Hadit, representing the "active energies 
of Thelemic magick" 6 and the dawning "New Aeon" of the sovereign individual. 

The entire deck is an initiation into this "Aeon of Horus." Its challenging, abstract, "brutal", and 
non-narrative nature is intentional. It forces the user to abandon the "old aeon" ways of 
thinking—such as relying on simple piety, external saviors, or the straightforward "story 
pictures" of the RWS deck. Instead, it demands the adoption of the "new aeon's" principles: 
self-sovereignty, scientific inquiry (via its complex astrological and Qabalistic systems), and 
dynamic, willful action. The difficulty of the deck is, in essence, a filter, and its first lesson in 
Thelemic self-reliance. 

 

Part 4: A New Map of the Universe: Structural & 
Qabalistic Architecture 
 

The intellectual significance of the Thoth deck lies in its intricate and systematic esoteric 
architecture. It is a "complex depiction of occult knowledge" 8 that integrates Hermetic 
Qabalah, astrology, alchemy, and Egyptian mythology 8 into a single, comprehensive "map" of 
the cosmos and the human psyche. While its predecessors (like the RWS deck) shared roots in 
the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, the Thoth deck makes this complex "skeleton" 
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explicit, "cerebral", and paramount. 

 

4.1 The Tree of Life as Blueprint: A Systematic Cosmology 
 

The deck is explicitly built upon the Hermetic Qabalistic "Tree of Life." This diagram, a central 
model of Western esotericism, consists of 10 spheres (called Sephiroth) connected by 22 
paths.10 The Thoth deck maps the entire tarot onto this "blueprint" with systematic, 
mathematical precision. 

●​ The Major Arcana: The 22 Trumps (or Major Arcana, e.g., The Fool, The Magus) are 
assigned to the 22 paths that connect the Sephiroth. Each card is, by tradition, assigned 
a corresponding Hebrew letter, as well as an astrological sign, element, or planet.8 This 
represents the "Path of the Serpent," the journey of spiritual evolution from the material 
world back to the divine source.10 

●​ The Minor Arcana (Aces-Tens): The 40 numbered cards (or "pips") are systematically 
mapped to the 10 Sephiroth.10 The four suits (Wands/Fire, Cups/Water, Swords/Air, 
Disks/Earth 10) represent the four Qabalistic worlds, and the numbers 1-10 represent the 
10 Sephiroth, or "emanations of God," in each of those worlds. 

This systematic Qabalistic structure is the deck's fundamental syntax. It creates a rigid, logical 
framework where, for example, any "Five" (5 of Wands, 5 of Cups, 5 of Swords, 5 of Disks) is a 
direct expression of the 5th Sephira, Geburah (meaning "Severity," "Strength," or 
"Destruction").10 Likewise, all "Tens" represent the 10th Sephira, Malkuth (meaning 
"Kingdom"), the final point of "manifestation".10 This transforms the deck from a mere 
"fortune-telling" tool into a visual map of consciousness and cosmic emanation. The user can 
literally trace the flow of energy from the "pure potential" of the Aces (Kether) down through 
the Sephiroth to its final "manifestation" in the Tens (Malkuth). 

Table 1: The 
Sephiroth and the 
Minor Arcana 
Attributions 

   

Sephira No. Sephira (Hebrew) Sephira (English) Corresponding 
Card Number 

1 Kether Crown Aces 
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2 Chokmah Wisdom Twos 

3 Binah Understanding Threes 

4 Chesed Mercy Fours 

5 Geburah Severity / Strength Fives 

6 Tiphareth Beauty Sixes 

7 Netzach Victory Sevens 

8 Hod Splendor Eights 

9 Yesod Foundation Nines 

10 Malkuth Kingdom Tens 

 

4.2 The Royal Court of the Tetragrammaton: A Cosmic Family 
 

Crowley radically reconfigured the court cards, breaking from the "King, Queen, Knight, Page" 
of the RWS system. The Thoth court is comprised of the Knight, Queen, Prince, and 
Princess.11 

This is not a simple name swap; it is a profound hierarchical and elemental realignment based 
on Golden Dawn teachings.12 In the Thoth system: 

●​ The Knight is the highest card, the "Father," and is equivalent to the RWS King. 
●​ The Prince is the "Son" and is equivalent to the RWS Knight. 
●​ The Princess is the "Daughter" and is equivalent to the RWS Page. 

This new structure represents the cosmic family of "Father, Mother, Son, Daughter".11 This 
"family" is a direct representation of the four-letter holy name of God in Qabalah, the 
Tetragrammaton (Yod-He-Vau-He), and the four classical elements.12 

●​ Knight (Father): Corresponds to Yod ($Yod$) and Fire. He is the "Radix, Father and 
commencement of Material Forces," a "swift and violent" generative force.11 
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●​ Queen (Mother): Corresponds to the first Heh ($He$) and Water. She is the 
"complement of the Knight," "receiving" and "fermenting" his fiery seed.11 

●​ Prince (Son): Corresponds to Vau ($Vau$) and Air. He is the "intellectual combinations 
of both parents," the product of the Fire-Water union.11 

●​ Princess (Daughter): Corresponds to the final Heh ($He$) and Earth. She is the 
"earthly side," the final manifestation, "completion," and "throne" of the original energy.11 

This is one of the deck's most profound and difficult innovations. By abandoning the "human" 
feudal archetypes (King, Page) for a cosmic family explicitly linked to the Tetragrammaton, 
Crowley transforms the court cards. They are no longer "people" in a reading; they are types 
of energy or dynamic processes of creation. The Thoth Knight (Fire) generates an action, the 
Queen (Water) receives and forms it, the Prince (Air) intellectualizes and executes it, and the 
Princess (Earth) manifests the final result. It is a 4-step formula for magic and manifestation. 

 

Table 2: 
Thoth 
Court Card 
Qabalistic 
Attribution
s 

     

Thoth Title RWS 
Equivalent 

Archetype Tetragram
maton 

Element Cosmic 
Function 

Knight King Father Yod 
($Yod$) 

Fire Generation, 
"Commenc
ement of 
Force" 12 

Queen Queen Mother Heh (Prime) 
($He$) 

Water Reception, 
Formation, 
"Fermentin
g" Force 11 

Prince Knight Son Vau 
($Vau$) 

Air Intellect, 
"Intellectual 
Combinatio
n" 11 

Princess Page Daughter Heh (Final) Earth Manifestati
on, 
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($He$) "Completio
n" of Force 

 

4.3 The Abstract Minors: Eschewing Narrative for Pure Force 
 

The most immediate difference for a new user, and a primary source of its "difficult" 
reputation, is that the Thoth Minor Arcana are "abstract," "symbolic," and "non-pictorial". They 
lack the "straightforward, narrative scenes" or "pictorial representations of humans doing 
things" that define the RWS deck. They are "glorified pip" cards that emphasize "symbolism of 
established esoteric concepts," making them feel "conceptual and cerebral". 

To interpret these cards, the user cannot rely on a "story picture." They must rely on the 
card's name (e.g., the 5 of Wands is named "Strife," the 8 of Swords "Interference") 13 and its 
precise astrological and Qabalistic attributions. The astrological correspondence (e.g., 8 of 
Disks = Sun in Virgo) is often printed directly on the card, forcing the user to engage this 
system.10 

This abstract design is a direct and necessary consequence of the Qabalistic system 
(analyzed in 4.1). Since all "Fives" correspond to Geburah (Severity/Destruction) 10 and all 
"Tens" to Malkuth (Manifestation) 10, the cards are designed to be pure depictions of that 
Sephirotic energy, combined with its specific astrological placement. 

The RWS Ten of Swords shows a person (a human story) who has experienced ruin. The Thoth 
Ten of Swords (named "Ruin") depicts the cosmic force of "Ruin" (Malkuth of Air) itself. 
Crowley is not interested in the psychological result (the man with swords in his back); he is 
interested in the cosmic cause (the elemental, Sephirotic, and astrological formula for "Ruin"). 
This design choice fundamentally shifts the deck's function from divinatory (what will happen 
to me?) to magical (what is the nature of this energy and how do I work with it?). 

 

Part 5: Esoteric Analysis of the Major Arcana Revisions 
 

The deck's Thelemic thesis is most powerfully articulated through Crowley's deliberate 
renaming and re-symbolizing of key Major Arcana. These changes are not cosmetic; they are 
a direct theological argument, replacing what he saw as the "Old Aeon" (Osirian/Christian) 
virtues with the "New Aeon" (Thelemic/Horian) principles of active, individualist, and magical 
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consciousness. 

 

5.1 The Alchemical 'Art' (vs. Temperance) 
 

Crowley renamed Trump XIV from "Temperance" (RWS) to "Art" (Thoth). The traditional 
"Temperance" card implies moderation, self-restraint, and a passive balance of opposites. It is 
an angel pouring water from one cup to another, diluting and balancing. 

Crowley's "Art" card explicitly represents the "ART OF ALCHEMY". This is not a passive 
balance but an active process. It represents the "Great Work" of actively "blending opposites". 
The card shows an Androgyne (a being of "both masculine and feminine characteristics") who 
is actively fusing fire and water, poison and purity, to create a new, third, and higher 
substance. It is about "transformation" into a transcendent state, not just balancing two old 
ones. On the Tree of Life, this card connects Tiphareth (Beauty/Sun) and Yesod 
(Foundation/Moon), representing the alchemical "integration" of the conscious "higher self" 
with the "subconscious". The name change is a direct rejection of the passive Christian virtue 
of "temperance" in favor of the active, fiery, and magical process of artistry—the artist as the 
alchemist of reality. 

 

5.2 The Cosmic 'Adjustment' (vs. Justice) 
 

Crowley renamed Trump VIII from "Justice" (RWS) to "Adjustment" (Thoth) (note: Crowley also 
swapped the positions of VIII and XI with the RWS deck). The traditional "Justice" card implies 
"human moral justice," fairness, karma, or "legal implications" based on the "discretion of 
man". It is a human, social, and often punitive concept. 

"Adjustment" shifts this concept to an impersonal "cosmic level". It reflects the "exact 
equilibrium of nature". It is "karmic cause and effect" where "judgement has already been 
made" by the perfect, self-correcting balance of the universe. 

Crucially, Crowley links this card directly to Maat, the ancient Egyptian goddess of truth, 
balance, cosmic order, and harmony. Maat is the "ideological opposite" of "chaos" and, in 
some Egyptian mythology, is the consort of Thoth. This change is central to the deck's 
Egyptian and Thelemic theme. By replacing "Justice" (a Roman/Christian concept) with 
"Adjustment" (a concept linked to Maat), Crowley is replacing a moral system with a physical 
or cosmic one. The universe doesn't judge you; it simply balances you. It is a card of 
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impersonal physics, not personal morality. 

 

5.3 The Ecstatic 'Lust' (vs. Strength) 
 

Crowley renamed Trump XI from "Strength" (RWS) to "Lust" (Thoth). This is one of the deck's 
most important and controversial Thelemic statements. 

The "Old Aeon" "Strength" card emphasizes "restraint". Its classic image is that of a virgin or 
maiden calmly and "innocently" taming a lion. This image represents the "higher" self (spirit, 
purity) repressing and controlling the "lower" self (the "beast," passion, sexuality). 

Crowley's "Lust" shatters this. It emphasizes "passionate power". It is about "ecstasy" and the 
bliss of "integration with something higher than yourself". It portrays the Thelemic figure of 
Babalon, the Scarlet Woman (the "whore" of Revelation, re-signified as a sacred principle), 
joyously and ecstatically riding "the Beast" in total union. It rejects guilt and "conventional 
views". True strength, in the Thelemic view, is not the repression of the beast (passion, 
"Lust"); it is the ecstatic, joyous, and total integration with it. The beast is not an enemy to be 
tamed but the source of power that the individual must have the courage (the virtue of its 
astrological sign, Leo 14) to ride. 

 

5.4 The Culmination in 'The Aeon' (vs. Judgement) 
 

Crowley's most profound and central theological change was renaming Trump XX from 
"Judgement" (RWS) to "The Aeon" (Thoth).6 

The traditional "Judgement" card has a clear "Christian theme".6 It depicts the "Last 
Judgment," where the Angel Gabriel blows the trumpet, and the dead rise from their tombs to 
face a final, external divine verdict. 

"The Aeon" card completely replaces this "Old Aeon" concept. It depicts the Thelemic Deities 
themselves: Nuit (the arched body of the infinite sky), Hadit (the winged globe of fire, the 
individual point of consciousness), and their child, the new child-god Horus (Heru-Ra-Ha).6 
The card symbolizes the "end of the old Aeon of Osiris" and the "dawn of a new spiritual era".6 
It is not a divine verdict, but an "evolution of human consciousness".6 It represents "endings 
and new beginnings" where we "judge ourselves frankly, forgive, and leave the past behind" to 
achieve "personal growth" and self-realization. This is the deck's central thesis: by replacing 
"Judgement" (an external, divine intervention) with "The Aeon" (an internal, evolutionary shift 
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in consciousness), Crowley replaces a religion of revelation with a religion of self-realization. 

Table 3: 
Key Major 
Arcana 
Revisions 
and 
Esoteric 
Attribution
s 

     

No. Thoth 
Name 

RWS Name Hebrew 
Letter 

Astrology Philosophi
cal Shift 
(Old Aeon 
vs. New 
Aeon) 

VIII Adjustmen
t 

Justice Lamed Libra FROM: 
Human/Mor
al "Justice" 
 
TO: 
Impersonal, 
Cosmic 
"Adjustmen
t" (Law of 
Maat) 

XI Lust Strength Teth Leo FROM: 
"Strength" 
as 
repression/r
estraint of 
the "beast" 
 
TO: "Lust" 
as ecstatic 
integration 
with 
passionate 
power 
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XIV Art Temperanc
e 

Samekh Sagittarius FROM: 
"Temperan
ce" as 
passive 
balance/mo
deration 
 
TO: "Art" as 
the active, 
alchemical 
transformat
ion of 
opposites 

XX The Aeon Judgement Shin Fire 
(Element) 

FROM: 
"Judgement
" as 
external, 
divine 
verdict 
(Christian) 
 
TO: "The 
Aeon" as an 
internal 
evolution of 
consciousn
ess 
(Thelemic) 

XXI The 
Universe 

The World Tau Saturn FROM: 
"The World" 
as 
completion 
of a cycle 
 
TO: "The 
Universe" 
as the 
integration 
of all 
cosmic 
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forces (see 
The Aeon) 

(Note: Table includes other key attributions as cited in S93, S90, S92) 

 

Part 6: Legacy and Modern Significance 
 

The Thoth Tarot's influence extends far beyond its initial creation, having cast a long shadow 
over modern esotericism, art, and the practice of tarot itself. Its complex legacy is one of a 
"bifurcation" of tarot, a persistent controversy, and its ultimate function as a sophisticated tool 
for advanced spiritual work, entirely transcending its original "card game" origins. 

 

6.1 A "Thoth-Inspired" Lineage 
 

The Thoth deck is not just a standalone artifact; it has become the progenitor of its own genre 
of tarot. As one of the "bestselling and most beloved tarots", it has had a "profound impact on 
modern occultism". Its enduring popularity and "cerebral" appeal have spawned a wave of 
"Thoth-inspired" and "Thoth-based" indie decks.13 

These decks are defined by adopting Thoth's unique naming conventions (e.g., Art, Lust, 
Aeon, Prince, Princess) and, more importantly, its philosophical and Thelemic themes.13 
Prominent examples include the Rosetta Tarot and the Tabula Mundi Tarot, which are explicitly 
"Thoth-based" in their Qabalistic and astrological ideology, even while offering new, original 
artwork.13 The Thoth deck's significance is so great that it bifurcated the evolution of tarot. 
For 70 years, tarot was dominated by the RWS "narrative scene" system. The Thoth deck's 
revival and influence created a second major lineage: the "esoteric" or "abstract" deck. 
Modern tarot is now a constant dialogue between these two "parents": the 
psychological/narrative (RWS) and the philosophical/magical (Thoth). 

 

6.2 The Contested Legacy of "The Wickedest Man" 
 

The deck remains inseparable from the controversial biography of its creator. There is a 

17 



 
 
 

Nicole Tate 

palpable "love or hate relationship" with the deck, inextricably linked to Aleister Crowley.15 
Crowley, dubbed "the wickedest man in the world" by the British press, remains a deeply 
divisive figure. Modern practitioners are "confused" by his legacy, torn between his 
"significant contributions" to Western esotericism and his reputation for "rigidity, misogynism, 
and self-absorption".15 

This controversy actively "affects its reception".15 Many new users "hesitate" to buy the deck, 
wishing to make a "values-based decision". Others, however, find the deck's power is "deeper 
than Crowley's biography" 6 and that they get "great readings" from it. Many actively 
emphasize the critical and profound contributions of Lady Frieda Harris to separate the art 
from the man. 

This very controversy, however, acts as a ward or veil for the deck, fulfilling an esoteric 
function. The deck's "brutal" and "intimidating" nature, combined with its creator's "wicked" 
reputation, deters the "casual" user. It requires a potential user to "wrestle with hard truths" 
and make a "values-based" choice, thereby self-selecting for practitioners who are serious 
enough to engage with its "complex" and "cerebral" system. The reputation is the first "test" 
of the initiation. 

 

6.3 A Tool for the Great Work: Beyond Divination 
 

The ultimate significance of the Thoth deck is that it is "more than just a divination tool".16 It is 
a "complex and symbolically rich" system favored by "advanced tarot readers and spiritual 
practitioners". Beginners often find it "complex" and "intimidating" 17 precisely because it lacks 
the "story pictures" of the RWS and requires "dedication to master its complex layers". 

Its primary intended uses are as a "powerful tool" for "meditation, ritual, and initiatory work".16 
It is designed to be used in "rituals, spell work, and meditation" to "amplify spiritual 
outcomes".16 It is, in short, a "guide to uncover hidden truths about your spiritual journey, 
subconscious mind, and life path". 

The Thoth deck's final and most profound significance is its successful transformation of tarot 
from a "parlor game" into a complete, self-contained initiatory system. It is a "grimoire" that 
codifies an entire cosmology and a "compass" for navigating the "Great Work". Its complexity 
is its purpose. It demands not just intuition but rigorous study of Qabalah, astrology, and 
Thelema.17 Where the RWS deck may provide an answer, the Thoth deck provides homework. 
It is a tool for the evolution of consciousness, a true Book of Thoth (the Egyptian god of 
wisdom and magic) in 78 plates, and arguably the single most important magical artifact of 
the 20th century. 
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Conclusions 
 

The significance of the Thoth Tarot deck is multi-faceted and profound, extending far beyond 
its use as a simple divinatory tool. This analysis has established that the deck's importance is 
built upon several key pillars: 

1.​ A Dual-Authored Masterpiece: The deck is not solely a "Crowley" creation. It is a true 
synthesis, born from the complex, five-year collaboration between Aleister Crowley's 
rigid esoteric intellect and Lady Frieda Harris's visionary artistic-geometric philosophy.1 
This "tension" is the source of its unique power. 

2.​ A Unique Artistic Achievement: It is a singular work of 20th-century art. Harris's use of 
"ahead of her time" Art Deco and abstract conceptualism perfectly captured the "New 
Aeon" philosophy, while her integration of Rudolf Steiner's "projective synthetic 
geometry" gives the cards a multi-dimensional, "etheric" quality found in no other deck. 

3.​ The Definitive Thelemic Grimoire: It is the primary visual text of Thelema. Its radical 
structural revisions—the renaming of "Justice" to "Adjustment" (Maat's cosmic balance), 
"Strength" to "Lust" (ecstatic integration), and "Judgement" to "The Aeon" (Thelemic 
self-realization)—serve as a complete rejection of "Old Aeon" religious dogma and an 
initiation into a new paradigm. 

4.​ A Map of Consciousness: The deck's true innovation is its explicit, rigorous, and 
"cerebral" mapping of the entire tarot onto the Hermetic Qabalah. The Sephiroth-Minor 
Arcana correspondence 10 and the Tetragrammaton-Court Card "family" 12 transform the 
deck from a set of pictures into a systematic map of consciousness and a formula for 
magical manifestation. 

5.​ A Bifurcator of Modern Tarot: The Thoth deck's legacy is the creation of a second 
lineage of tarot. It established the "esoteric/cerebral" deck as a viable and popular 
alternative to the RWS "narrative/psychological" model, inspiring a new genre of 
"Thoth-inspired" decks.13 

In sum, the Thoth Tarot's significance lies in its complete success as an initiatory system. Its 
notorious "difficulty," "brutality", and controversial reputation are not flaws but features. They 
act as an esoteric veil, ensuring that the deck is reserved for the advanced practitioner and 
demanding the study and work (meditation, ritual, initiation) 16 that its creators intended. It is 
not a tool for asking about the future; it is a "compass" and a "grimoire" for creating it. 
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