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For over a century, the Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck
Meanings have served as a foundational language for divination,
self-reflection, and spiritual exploration. Created in 1909 by
mystic Arthur Edward Waite and illustrated by artist Pamela
Colman Smith, this deck remains the most widely recognized and
studied tarot system in the Western world. Its rich symbolism,
drawn from Hermetic Kabbalah, astrology, and medieval allegory,
offers an inexhaustible well of insight for both beginners and
seasoned readers. Understanding the core meanings of each card
in this historic deck is not merely an exercise in memorization—it
is an invitation to develop a personal dialogue with archetypal
energies that transcend time and culture.

Whether you are drawn to the Rider Waite Tarot for its vivid
imagery or its structured path through the Major and Minor
Arcana, this guide will illuminate the essential meanings and
interpretive frameworks that have made the deck an enduring
tool for personal growth. By exploring the rich tapestry of
symbols in the Original Rider Waite cards, you can deepen your
readings and connect more authentically with your intuition.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: WHY THE RIDER WAITE DECK
ENDURES

Before delving into specific card meanings, it is helpful to
understand what makes the Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck
unique. Unlike earlier decks that used abstract symbols or simple
numbered cards for the Minor Arcana, Waite instructed Smith to
illustrate every card with full scenic pictures. This revolutionary
approach allowed even a novice to read the energy of a card at a
glance. The deck was first published by William Rider & Son of
London, and its official title is The Rider Tarot Deck, though it is
commonly called the Rider-Waite-Smith (RWS) deck.

The Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck Meanings are deeply
rooted in Waite's esoteric knowledge. He was a member of the
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, and the deck incorporates
its teachings subtly—for instance, the astrological
correspondences and the order of the Major Arcana. Over time,
the deck has become the standard against which hundreds of
modern tarot decks are measured. Its widespread use means that
online resources, books, and community interpretations are
abundant, making it an ideal starting point for anyone serious
about learning tarot.

STRUCTURE OF THE DECK: MAJOR ARCANA, MINOR
ARCANA, AND COURT CARDS

The Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck consists of 78 cards divided
into two main sections:

e The Major Arcana (22 cards): Numbered 0-XXI, these
cards represent major life themes, spiritual lessons, and
archetypal forces. They often signal pivotal moments or
deep inner work.

e The Minor Arcana (56 cards): Divided into four suits
(Wands, Cups, Swords, Pentacles), each with 14 cards—10
numbered (Ace through Ten) and 4 court cards (Page,

Knight, Queen, King). The Minor Arcana reflects everyday
events, emotions, challenges, and practical matters.

Understanding this structure is the first step to internalizing the
Rider Waite Tarot meanings in context.

KEY SYMBOLISM IN THE MAJOR ARCANA

The Major Arcana cards tell a narrative known as the Fool’s
Journey, representing the soul’s evolution from innocence (The
Fool) to completion (The World). Below are some of the most
significant cards from the Original Rider Waite deck and their
core meanings.

The Fool (0)

Depicted as a carefree youth poised at a cliff's edge, The Fool
symbolizes new beginnings, spontaneity, and trust in the
universe. The white rose in his left hand represents purity, while
the small dog at his heels suggests loyalty or instinct. In readings,
this card encourages risk-taking and openness to the unknown.

The Magician ()

With one hand pointing to the sky and the other to the ground,
the Magician embodies the principle “as above, so below.” On his
table lie the four suits of the Minor Arcana—Wand, Cup, Sword,
and Pentacle—signifying mastery and resourcefulness. The
Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck Meanings for the Magician
center on willpower, skill, and the ability to manifest desires.

The High Priestess (ll)

Seated between the pillars of Jachin and Boaz, the High Priestess
holds a scroll of hidden knowledge. She represents intuition,
mystery, and the subconscious mind. When she appears, the
message is often to pause, listen inward, and trust your inner
voice rather than external logic.

Death (XIII)

One of the most misunderstood cards, Death in the Rider Waite
deck does not predict physical death. Instead, it shows a skeletal
figure on a white horse, carrying a black banner marked with a
white rose. The imagery signifies transformation, release, and the
inevitable end of one cycle so another can begin. It is a card of
deep change.

The World (XXI)

The final Major Arcana card depicts a dancing figure within a
wreath, flanked by the four living creatures of the zodiac. It
stands for completion, fulfillment, and harmony. Achieving one’s
goals or reaching a significant milestone is often indicated by The
World.

THE MINOR ARCANA: FOUR SUITS, COUNTLESS
STORIES

While the Major Arcana handles grand life arcs, the Minor Arcana
provides the granular detail of daily experience. Each suit
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corresponds to an element and a realm of life.

Wands (Fire) - Creativity,
Passion, Action

Wands cards often describe career, enterprise, and spiritual
spark. For example, the Ace of Wands in the Original Rider Waite
Tarot shows a hand holding a thriving wand, symbolizing
inspiration and new ventures. The Seven of Wands depicts a man
fighting from a higher position, indicating defense of one’s
principles or standing one’s ground.

Cups (Water) - Emotions,
Relationships, Intuition

The cups suit represents love, feelings, and emotional
connections. The Three of Cups shows women celebrating with
raised cups, a classic card for friendship, joy, and community. The
iconic Ten of Cups illustrates a rainbow-hued family scene,
meaning emotional fulfillment and domestic bliss.

Swords (Air) - Thoughts,
Conflict, Intellect

Swords cards are associated with mental energy, communication,
and sometimes strife. The Ace of Swords is a double-edged blade
piercing a crown—clarity of mind and truth. The Eight of Swords
shows a woman blindfolded and bound, representing feeling
trapped by limiting beliefs.

Pentacles (Earth) - Material
World, Work, Health

Pentacles deal with money, career, physical health, and practical
stability. The Ace of Pentacles is a golden coin offered from a
heavenly hand, marking financial opportunity or a new job. The
Ten of Pentacles shows a prosperous family scene, indicating
wealth, legacy, and security.

THE COURT CARDS: PERSONALITY TYPES OR INNER
ENERGIES

Each suit contains four court cards: Page, Knight, Queen, and
King. In the Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck Meanings, these
can represent actual people in a querent’s life or aspects of their
own personality.

e Page: A youthful, curious energy. The Page of Wands is an
explorer; Page of Cups, a dreamer; Page of Swords, a
communicator; Page of Pentacles, a student.

e Knight: Active, focused pursuit. Knight of Wands is bold;
Knight of Cups, romantic; Knight of Swords, aggressive;
Knight of Pentacles, diligent.

¢ Queen: Mature, nurturing internal energy. Queen of Wands
is charismatic; Queen of Cups, empathetic; Queen of
Swords, clear-headed; Queen of Pentacles, earthy and
generous.

» King: Authoritative mastery. King of Wands is visionary;
King of Cups, wise; King of Swords, intellectual; King of
Pentacles, prosperous.

INTERPRETING THE IMAGERY: PAMELA COLMAN
SMITH’S VISUAL LANGUAGE

One reason the Rider Waite Tarot meanings are so accessible
is the detailed artwork. Every color, posture, and symbol adds
layers of meaning. For instance, the yellow background in the
Sun card radiates optimism and vitality, while the nude child
riding a white horse suggests rebirth and joy. The Tower shows
lightning striking a crown-topped structure, signifying sudden
upheaval. By observing such details, even without memorizing
keywords, you can intuit the card’s message.

When learning the Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck, it is powerful
to spend time simply gazing at each card. Notice what catches
your eye: the direction of the figures’ gazes, the objects in their
hands, the plants and animals. These elements are not
decorative—they are the keys to unlocking personal
interpretations that resonate with your life.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR USING THE RIDER WAITE DECK
IN READINGS

To truly absorb the Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck
Meanings, combine study with practice. Here are some
strategies:

1. Start with the Major Arcana: Learn the 22 major cards
first, as they provide the backbone of any reading.

2. Read the Minor Arcana in groups: Focus on one suit at
a time to notice its progression from Ace to Ten.

3. Use a journal: Write down your impressions of each card
before looking up standard meanings. Then compare.

4. Practice daily one-card draws: Pull a card each morning
and reflect on how its meaning played out during the day.

5. Study reversals only after upright meanings feel
solid: Reversed cards can indicate blocked or internalized
energy.

6. Cross-reference with other systems: Explore
astrological or numerological correspondences to deepen
understanding.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT THE ORIGINAL
RIDER WAITE DECK

Many newcomers worry that tarot is about fortune-telling in a
fixed sense. In reality, the Rider Waite Tarot meanings are
more about showing potential trajectories and inner dynamics.
The deck is a mirror, not a prophecy. Another myth is that you
must memorize all meanings before reading. On the contrary,
intuition often works best when you are still learning. The Original
Rider Waite cards are designed to be read visually first,
intellectually second.

Additionally, the deck is often referred to as “Rider-Waite” or
“Waite-Smith,” but giving credit to Pam Colman Smith is
important her artwork is what brought the symbolism to life.
Respect for the deck’s origins can deepen your connection with it.

CONCLUSION: YOUR JOURNEY WITH THE ORIGINAL
RIDER WAITE TAROT

The Original Rider Waite Tarot Deck Meanings offer a
timeless roadmap for self-discovery. Each card, from the innocent
Fool to the triumphant World, invites you to explore your own
story with greater awareness. The Major Arcana reveals the big
themes, the Minor Arcana adds everyday texture, and the Court
Cards help you understand yourself and others with compassion.
As you work with this classic tarot deck, remember that its
ultimate purpose is not to predict but to illuminate. By allowing
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the imagery to speak to you directly, you will unlock layers of meaning that no guidebook can fully capture. Let the Rider Waite
Tarot be your companion on that profound journey inward.



