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For many, stepping
into the world of tarot
begins with a single,
iconic deck. Yet, the
reality is that the
landscape of tarot is
incredibly diverse,
offering a wide array of
artistic styles, symbolic
systems, and spiritual
approaches.

Understanding the
different types of
tarot card decks is
the first step for any
beginner, and a
fascinating journey for
even the most

seasoned reader.
Choosing the right
deck can profoundly
influence your
readings, deepening
your connection with
the cards and
enhancing your
intuitive abilities.

While all standard tarot
decks follow a similar
structure—78 cards
divided into the Major
and Minor Arcana—the
visual language and
thematic focus can
vary dramatically. This
guide will walk you
through the most
prominent categories,
helping you navigate
the rich tapestry of
options available.
Whether you are drawn
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to historical accuracy,
modern art, or a
specific spiritual path,
there is a deck out
there that will resonate
with you.

1. THE
FOUNDATIONAL
PILLARS:
TRADITIONAL
TAROT DECK
STYLES

Before exploring the
myriad of modern
interpretations, it is
essential to understand
the three major
traditional schools of
tarot. These systems
form the foundation
upon which nearly all
contemporary decks
are built. Knowing their
differences is key to
appreciating the
broader range of tarot
card decks available
today.

The
Rider-
Walite-
Smith
(RWS)
Tradition

Undoubtedly the most
popular and widely
recognized tarot
system in the English-
speaking world, the
Rider-Waite-Smith
deck, first published in
1909, revolutionized
tarot. Created by
Arthur Edward Waite
and illustrated by
Pamela Colman Smith,
its defining
characteristic is the
inclusion of fully
illustrated scenes for
every card, including
the Minor Arcana (the
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numbered cards of the
four suits).

This innovation made
tarot accessible to a
much wider audience.
Instead of needing to
memorize abstract
arrangements of

symbols for the
numbered cards,
readers could

immediately interpret a
narrative from the
depicted scene. The
RWS system is rich in
Christian, Hermetic,
and Kabbalistic
symbolism. Its imagery
is often considered the
"default" visual
language for tarot, with
many modern decks
directly referencing or
reimagining its
artwork. If you are new
to tarot, a deck based
on the RWS tradition is
an excellent place to
start, as the majority of
learning resources and
guidebooks are written
with this system in

mind.

The
Thoth
Tradition
(Aleister
Crowley)

Created by the
controversial occultist
Aleister Crowley and
painted by Lady Frieda
Harris, the Thoth tarot
deck is a masterpiece
of esoteric complexity.
Completed in 1944, its
artwork is a stunning
blend of Art Deco,
Cubist, and Egyptian
influences. The Thoth
system is deeply
rooted in Crowley’s
philosophy of Thelema
and integrates
elements from
astrology, alchemy,
and the Qabalah.



Where the RWS deck
often uses soft,
pastoral scenes, the
Thoth deck uses bold,
vibrant colors and
abstract, dynamic
forms. Its Minor Arcana
are also fully illustrated
but are far more
symbolic and less
literal than the RWS
scenes. Card names
are sometimes
different (e.g., Strength
becomes Lust, Justice
is numbered 11 instead
of 8). This is not a
beginner-friendly deck
for most, but for those
drawn to deep, multi-
layered symbolism and
a more philosophical
approach to tarot, the
Thoth tradition offers
an incredibly rich and
rewarding system. It
represents a highly
distinct and powerful
category among the
types of tarot card
decks.

The
Marseille

Tradition
(TdM)

The Tarot de Marseille
(TdM) is the oldest of
the three major
traditions, with its
distinctive style
emerging in the 17th
century. Unlike the
RWS and Thoth
systems, the Marseille
deck does not have
fully illustrated Minor
Arcana. Instead, the
numbered cards (Ace
through Ten) display
only the suit symbols
arranged in a specific
pattern—for example,
ten cups arranged to
show the "Tree of Life"
pattern, or seven
swords crossed in a
specific way.
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Reading with a
Marseille deck requires
a different skill set. It
relies less on pictorial
narrative for the Minor
Arcana and more on
numerology, the
symbolism of the suit
itself, and the card's
position in the spread.
The Major Arcana in a
Marseille deck features
bold, medieval-style
illustrations with
simple, powerful
figures. This tradition is
highly respected for its
historical purity and its
focus on the core
arithmetic and
structural meanings of
the cards. For those
interested in a more
traditional, less
narrative-driven style
of reading, exploring
Marseille-style decks is
a fascinating path that
offers a purer look at
how tarot was
originally practiced.

2. MODERN AND
THEMATIC DECKS:
A WORLD OF
ARTISTIC
EXPRESSION

The overwhelming
majority of new tarot
decks created today
fall into this category.
They use the structure
of a traditional system
(usually RWS) but wrap
it in a unique artistic or
thematic package. This
has made exploring
the types of tarot
card decks an
incredibly creative and
personal experience.

Neo-
Tradition
al and




Reimagin

appeal.

ed RW P

Decks

Many modern artists
create decks that are
clear homages to the
RWS tradition but with
a distinctive artistic
style. These "Neo-
Traditional" decks keep
the core iconography
and meanings of the
RWS cards but update
the art with modern
aesthetics like
watercolor, digital
painting, or minimalist
line art. Examples
include the "Modern
Witch Tarot" or the
"Light Seer’s Tarot."
They are excellent for
beginners because
their meanings are
immediately

recognizable, but they
offer a fresh,
contemporary visual

ulture
and Niche
Themed
Decks

A huge and growing
category of tarot decks
is based on popular

culture,  historical
periods, or specific
hobbies. You can find
official tarot decks
based on movie
franchises, TV shows,
books, and video

games. There are also
decks focused on
specific themes like:

e Nature and
Animals:
Featuring
wildlife, plants,
or mythical
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creatures as
central
metaphors.

* Fantasy and
Gothic: Inspired
by medieval
fantasy,
vampires,
faeries, or dark
romanticism.

e Diversity and
Representation
: Decks that
prioritize
inclusivity with
diverse
characters in
terms of race,
body type,
gender identity,
and sexuality.

e Historical Eras:
Decks set in
Victorian times,
the Roaring
Twenties, or
ancient Egyptian
or Celtic
societies.

These decks often use
the RWS system but
translate the meanings

through the lens of
their specific theme.
For example, "The
Fool" might be
depicted as an
adventurer from a
fantasy novel, or "The
Empress" as a
flourishing garden.

Minimalis
t and
Abstract
Decks

On the opposite end of
the spectrum from the
richly detailed Thoth or
pop-culture decks are
minimalist and abstract
decks. These decks
often use simple
shapes, bold colors,
and geometric patterns
to convey the essence
of a card’s meaning.
They strip away
complex imagery,



forcing the reader to
rely more on intuition
and the core
symbolism of color and
shape. These are often
chosen by experienced
readers who find the
detailed imagery of
traditional decks
distracting, or by art
lovers who appreciate
a sleek, modern
aesthetic.

3. SPECIALTY AND
DIVINATORY
SYSTEMS

It is also important to
understand the
distinction between a
tarot deck and other
forms of cartomancy.
Several closely related
types of card sets are
often confused with
tarot, but they function
differently.

The
Lenorma
nd Deck

Developed in the early
19th century, the
Lenormand deck is a
completely separate
system from tarot. It
typically consists of 36
cards, each with a
simple, symbolic
illustration (like a fox, a
ring, or a ship). The
meaning of a
Lenormand card is
more fixed and literal
than a tarot card. For
instance, "The Ring" in
Lenormand generally
signifies a contract,
commitment, or
marriage, with far less
nuance than "The
Lovers" card in tarot.
Lenormand readings
are often done using a
"square" layout (like a
3x3 or 4x4 grid) where
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the meaning is derived
from how cards
combine with their
neighbors. It is a
fantastic system for
answering specific,
practical questions.

Oracle
Decks

Oracle decks are the
most free-form
category of divinatory
cards. They have no
standard structure—a
deck might have any
number of cards
(typically 40 to 60),
and they are not
divided into Major and
Minor Arcana. Each
card is an independent
entity with its own
message, often a
single word or phrase
(like "Trust,"
"Abundance," or "New
Beginnings")

accompanied by a
beautiful illustration.

Oracle decks are often
used for daily
inspiration, meditation,
or as a supplement to
tarot readings to
provide additional
clarity and a different
energetic focus. They
are extremely
accessible and
intuitive, making them
popular for both
beginners and
experienced spiritual
practitioners.

Miniature
and
Pocket
Decks

This is less a thematic
difference and more a
functional one. Many of
the types of tarot
card decks mentioned
above are available in
a miniature or pocket



size. These decks are
designed for
portability, making it
easy to take your deck
to a friend’s house or
to have a quick reading
on a coffee break. The
card stock and image
details are scaled
down, but the
meanings remain the
same. Some people
find these decks less
intimidating to handle,
while others prefer the
full-size cards for their
larger, more detailed
artwork.

HOW TO CHOOSE
THE RIGHT DECK
FOR YOU

With so many types of
tarot card decks
available, the choice
can feel overwhelming.
However, making a
selection is a deeply
personal and intuitive
process. Here are a
few practical tips to
guide you:
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o Start with the
RWS system:
For learning, a
deck based on
the Rider-Waite-
Smith tradition is
almost always
recommended.
The wealth of
educational
material
available makes
it the easiest
path to
proficiency.

e Follow your
aesthetic: You
need to enjoy
looking at your
deck. If the art
style doesn't
resonate with
you, you will be
less inclined to
use it. Do the
colors, the
characters, and
the overall mood
appeal to you?

e Read a
guidebook or
watch a flip-
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through: Before
purchasing, look
at a sample of
the deck online.
See if the card
meanings in the
guidebook align
with your
understanding
and if the
imagery sparks
your intuition.
Consider your
skill level:
Beginners should
avoid complex
systems like the
Thoth or abstract
minimalist decks
until they have a
solid grasp of the
basics.

Trust your gut:
If you see a deck
and feel a strong
pull towards it—a
sense of
excitement,
curiosity, or
peace—that is
often the best
indicator. The
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right deck will
find you.

CONCLUSION

The world of tarot is a
vast and inviting
landscape, with a
remarkable diversity of
artistic and spiritual
expression. From the
foundational structures
of the Rider-Waite-
Smith, Thoth, and
Marseille traditions to
the vibrant creativity of
modern thematic decks
and the focused
systems of Lenormand
and Oracle decks, the
options are nearly
endless. Understanding
these different types
of tarot card decks
empowers you to make
an informed choice
that truly supports
your personal journey,
whether you are
seeking self-reflection,
spiritual guidance, or a
deeper connection with
a beautiful piece of art.



The best deck is
ultimately the one that

see and interpret the
world with greater

speaks to you, clarity and
encourages you to compassion.

learn, and helps you
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