
 

 

 

The History of Tarot: The Game 
 

I. Introduction 

●​ Overview of the Tarot 
●​ Purpose and Thesis Statement 

II. The Symbolism of Tarot 

●​ Structure: Major & Minor Arcana 
●​ Influence on Art, Literature, and Psychology 

III. The History of Tarot 



●​ Origins in Renaissance Italy 
●​ Transition to Divination (Court de Gébelin & Etteilla) 
●​ Esoteric Expansion & the Rider-Waite-Smith Deck 

IV. Tarot in Modern Culture 

●​ Self-Reflection & Psychological Use 
●​ Popularity in Media & Spiritual Practices 
●​ Challenges and Misconceptions 

V. Conclusion 

●​ Recap of Tarot’s Evolution & Influence 

 

Introduction 
The tarot is a deck of cards rich in symbolic imagery, originally created as a game in 
Renaissance Italy. Over time, it evolved into a tool for divination, self-reflection, and 
psychological exploration. Its influence extends beyond fortune-telling, shaping art, literature, 
and spirituality while contributing to modern perceptions of mysticism and personal growth. This 
essay examines the Tarot’s symbolic meaning, historical development, and contemporary 
significance, tracing its transformation from a simple card game into a profound cultural artifact. 

 

I. The Symbolism of Tarot 

Structure and Meaning 

The tarot deck consists of two main sections: the Major Arcana and the Minor Arcana. The 
Major Arcana, composed of 22 trump cards, represents universal archetypes and significant life 
experiences. For example, The Fool symbolizes new beginnings, The High Priestess represents 
intuition, and The Tower signifies sudden upheaval (Nichols, 1980). The Minor Arcana, similar to 
modern playing cards, is divided into four suits—Cups, Swords, Coins (Pentacles), and Batons 
(Wands)—which correspond to different aspects of human life. 

Influence on Culture and Psychology 

Tarot’s symbolism has significantly influenced modern storytelling, particularly in literature, film, 
and video games. The concept of The Fool’s Journey, which follows the Fool’s progression 
through the Major Arcana, mirrors the classic hero’s journey in narrative structure. This motif 
appears in franchises such as Persona, where Tarot archetypes shape character development 
and plot progression. 



Additionally, Swiss psychologist Carl Jung viewed the Tarot as a representation of 
archetypes—recurring symbols in the collective unconscious. He suggested that the cards could 
serve as a tool for self-reflection, allowing individuals to explore their subconscious thoughts 
(Nichols, 1980). This perspective has expanded the Tarot’s use beyond mysticism, integrating it 
into psychological and self-help practices. 

 

II. The History of Tarot 

Origins as a Game in Renaissance Italy 

The tarot’s documented history dates back to 15th-century Northern Italy, where it was initially a 
card game called Tarocchi. The earliest surviving tarot decks, such as the Visconti-Sforza deck, 
were hand-painted luxury items commissioned by wealthy families (Kaplan, 1996). These early 
decks featured four suits—Cups, Swords, Coins, and Batons—each containing numbered cards 
and court cards. Additionally, they included 22 trump cards, which later became the Major 
Arcana. 

Transformation into a Divination Tool 

In the 18th century, French scholar Antoine Court de Gébelin theorized that the tarot contained 
hidden wisdom from ancient Egypt. He proposed that the cards held esoteric knowledge despite 
the lack of historical evidence supporting this claim (Decker, Depaulis & Dummett, 1996). This 
theory sparked the rise of tarot as a mystical tool rather than a simple card game. 

Soon after, Jean-Baptiste Alliette (Etteilla) became the first to design a tarot deck specifically for 
divination. He published guides explaining how the cards could predict the future, solidifying 
Tarot’s association with the occult (O’Neill, 1986). 

The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and Modern Tarot 

By the 19th century, the British occult society Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn expanded 
Tarot’s mystical interpretations. They linked the cards to astrology, alchemy, and Kabbalah, 
deepening their esoteric significance. 

A key milestone in modern tarot was the creation of the Rider-Waite-Smith deck in 1909. 
Designed by Arthur Edward Waite and illustrated by Pamela Colman Smith, this deck was 
groundbreaking because it introduced fully illustrated Minor Arcana cards, making tarot readings 
more accessible (Pollack, 2002). Today, the Rider-Waite-Smith deck remains one of the most 
widely used Tarot decks in the world. 

 



III. How Tarot is Perceived Today 

Tarot as a Tool for Self-Reflection 

In the 20th and 21st centuries, Tarot evolved beyond divination to become a tool for 
self-exploration and personal growth. Carl Jung’s ideas on archetypes and the subconscious 
helped shape tarot’s modern use in psychology. Many people now use tarot for self-reflection 
rather than fortune-telling, viewing the cards as prompts for introspection rather than 
supernatural prophecy (Nichols, 1980).                                                                                                                   

Modern Uses and Popularity 

Tarot has become increasingly mainstream, appearing in art, literature, and digital media. 
Readings are now common in spiritual communities, self-care practices, and even corporate 
workshops. Online readings and digital apps have expanded accessibility, allowing people to 
engage with Tarot without physical decks. 

Challenges and Misconceptions 

Despite its popularity, Tarot still faces misconceptions. Many skeptics dismiss it as pure 
superstition, while some religious groups associate it with the occult. Additionally, academics 
debate its historical and cultural value, with some recognizing its artistic and psychological 
significance while others argue that esoteric interpretations lack scholarly credibility (Decker, 
Depaulis & Dummett, 1996). 

 

Conclusion 
The Tarot has undergone a remarkable transformation from its origins as a Renaissance card 
game to its role as a tool for divination, psychology, and self-discovery. Its rich symbolism 
continues to inspire modern literature, art, and film, while its historical evolution highlights the 
interplay between culture and mysticism. Though often misunderstood, Tarot remains a valuable 
artifact of human creativity and introspection. Whether used for spiritual insight, psychological 
exploration, or artistic inspiration, the tarot persists as a powerful and adaptable cultural 
phenomenon. 
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