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	THE ESSENTIALS

	Etteilla (1738-91) (pseudonym for Jean-Baptiste Alliette), French occultist, who played a central role in the early development of the esoteric Tarot.  Through his activities and writings, he was the first to popularize divination by Tarot on a large scale, to publish correspondences between Tarot, astrology, and the Four Elements, and to issue a deck specifically designed for occult purposes.


	


	HIGHLIGHTS FROM HIS CAREER

	1770
	Publishes Etteilla, ou manière de se récréer avec un jeu de cartes [Etteilla, Or a Way to Entertain Yourself With a Deck of Cards], a book devoted to divination by regular playing cards.

	1785
	Publishes Manière de se récréer avec le jeu de cartes nomées Tarots [How to Entertain Yourself With the Deck of Cards Called Tarot], the first book devoted to divination by Tarot.

	c. 1788
	Publishes the first Tarot deck specifically designed for
esoteric purposes.


	


	QUOTABLE QUOTE

	“If the reading is harsh, don’t say so for a third time . . . work at carefully studying the three different spreads which tell you this; see if you are able to indicate a way to stave it off.”
– Etteilla, Etteilla, ou manière de se récréer avec un jeu de cartes


	



H I S   L I F E
No, He Was Never a Barber
Jean-Baptiste Alliette, the son of a food caterer, was born in Paris in 1738.  (Only later would he adopt the name Etteilla.)  The historic record is silent concerning many aspects of his life.  For example, nothing is known about his youth.  However, his writing style suggests that he had a modest education at best and may have been, to a significant degree, self-taught; his command of literary French is poor.  The historic record shows that he married Jeanne Vattier in 1763, only to separate from her six years later.  At this time Alliette earned a living as a seed merchant.  Contrary to frequent incorrect reports, no evidence exists to support the notion that he was ever a barber or wig-maker.
Illustration (above): Etteilla at work, frontispiece (detail) from Etteilla’s Cour thèorique et pratique du Livre du Thot (1790) (in Decker, Depaulis, & Dummett’s A Wicked Pack of Cards, copyright © 1996 Decker).
Divination by Regular Playing Cards
By 1770 Alliette was using the name by which he would be best known, Etteilla (his surname spelled backwards).  In that year he published his first book, Etteilla, ou manière de se récréer avec un jeu de cartes [Etteilla, Or a Way to Entertain Yourself With a Deck of Cards], which was devoted to explaining the use of regular playing cards for divination.
Specifically, he advocated use of the piquet deck to which he added one nontraditional card called “Etteilla”.  The piquet deck, which was a popular shortened pack typically used for gaming, employed the common French suit system (Clubs, Spades, Hearts, and Diamonds).
To consult the cards one dealt them into a spread and interpreted each one, applying pre-assigned meanings.  Furthermore, each card carried upright and reversed meanings.  For example, the Ten of Hearts meant a town and, when reversed, an inheritance.  The King of Spades meant a lawyer and, when reversed, a widower.  During the final year of his life, 1791, Etteilla even published a cartomantic deck, commonly called the Petit Etteilla, based on this system (see illustration, right).
Illustration (above): The King of Spades from the Petit Etteilla (contemporary deck published by France Cartes, based on Etteilla’s pack of 1791).  Click the image for a larger one and an explanation of some of the key words.
Etteilla’s method also applied broad themes to selected groups of cards.  For example, court cards from the suit of Hearts implied people with blond or chestnut blond hair, and certain numeric cards from the suit of Spades implied related notions of suffering, e.g., tears, losses, and illness.  Whether his system, including its divinatory meanings, was original is unknown.  He reported that he had learned card reading from an Italian.  He may well have collected, codified, and reported on a pre-existing divinatory system or type of folk wisdom; however, historians are unsure.  Nevertheless, the book was a success; it went into a second edition the following year.  During this period Etteilla also earned a living as a dealer in antique prints in Paris and, for a short time, Strasbourg.
Divination by Tarot
In 1781 the French-speaking Swiss Protestant clergyman and occultist Court de Gébelin, claimed in his massive work Monde primitif [The Primitive World] that Tarot was an Ancient Egyptian book of wisdom, although he offered no convincing evidence and modern historians have long rejected this notion.  Later, Etteilla claimed that he had studied Tarot beginning in 1757, long before Court de Gébelin’s work.  Historians have been unable to verify his claim; however, they do know that in 1785 Etteilla published his major contribution to Tarot literature, Manière de se récréer avec le jeu de cartes nomées Tarots [How to Entertain Yourself With the Deck of Cards Called Tarot], which was the first book ever concerning divination by Tarot.
Like Gébelin, Etteilla attributed Tarot to the Ancient Egyptians.  Going further, he asserted that it was composed by seventeen magi, descendants of Mercury-Thoth, at the Temple of Fire near Memphis exactly 1,828 years after the Creation or 171 years after the Flood, which would have made Tarot exactly 2,125 years old when Etteilla published his book.  He wrote all this and much more about the history of the cards without providing one scrap of supporting evidence.
Still, for the first time he provided published divinatory meanings for each card (both upright and reversed orientations) and methods for conducting readings, including a relatively complex one which reflected his unique synthesis of Tarot and astrology.

The First Specifically Esoteric Tarot Deck
In recent years historians have conclusively shown that about three years after publication of his book on Tarot, in approximately 1788, Etteilla published the first Tarot deck designed – not for gaming like prior decks – but specifically for esoteric purposes, including divination.  All previous decks, including the Tarot de Marseille, had been designed primarily for gaming.  Thus Etteilla inaugurated the long tradition of decks designed for occult purposes.
His pack was remarkably similar to two contemporary decks: Grand Etteilla: Ou Tarot égyptien [Grand Etteilla: Egyptian Gypsies Tarot] published by France Cartes (Grimaud) and Jeu du grand Etteilla XIXe siècle [Grand Etteilla Deck 19th Century] published by Éditions Dusserre.  Etteilla’s deck was a major success; through the end of the nineteenth century it and variations on it by others were popular throughout much of Europe.  In some respects, Etteilla’s pack was the Rider-Waite-Smith of its day.
Like the Tarot de Marseille, which both Court de Gébelin and Etteilla knew, Etteilla’s deck comprised twenty-two Major Arcana and fifty-six Minor Arcana.  However, Etteilla, claiming to restore the purported ancient Egyptian elements, thoroughly reinterpreted the Majors; he re-ordered them and often applied radically innovative iconography and new names.  He did so in part because, as he explained in his book, the first seven Trumps should depict a creation myth.  In addition, Etteilla first publicly assigned the zodiacal signs and Four Elements to selected cards.  For example, he associated the Trump titled Enlightenment (see illustration right), which corresponds to the Sun of more traditional decks, to the first day of creation, the sign of Taurus, and the Element of Fire.  Thus, Etteilla inaugurated the search for meaningful correspondences between Tarot, astrology, and the Elements.
Illustration (above): Éclaircissement [Enlightenment], which is equivalent to the Sun, from Etteilla’s Tarot (adapted from Grand Etteilla: Ou Tarots Egyptiens, based on Etteilla’s original deck of c. 1788, published by France Cartes).  Click the image for a larger one and explanation of divinatory meanings and correspondences.
Etteilla also redesigned the Minors but his changes were far less radical than with the Majors.  He retained the Italian suit system (Scepters, Swords, Cups, and Coins) and each numeric card comprised essentially suit signs.  For example, the three of cups showed essentially three cups.  The exception was the suit of Coins where glyphs and other design elements, which defined selected astrological correspondences, appeared.  For example, the Three of Coins corresponded to Venus (see illustration, left); therefore, it included the glyph of the planet and an image of the goddess.
Etteilla also was the first to use captions on all cards (both the Major and Minor Arcana). Specifically, he included key words or phrases on each for both upright and reversed orientations to facilitate divination.
Illustration (above): The Three of Coins from Etteilla’s Tarot (adapted from Grand Etteilla: Ou Tarots Egyptiens, based on Etteilla’s original deck of c. 1788, published by France Cartes).  Click the image for a larger one.
Etteilla derived some of his divinatory meanings from those which he had used for the French-suited piquet deck.  Keeping in mind that Spades corresponded to Swords; Clubs, to Scepters; Hearts, to Cups; and Diamonds, to Coins; one may compare meanings.  For example, both the Ten of Hearts and Ten of Cups implied a city or town.  Both the King of Spades and the King of Swords implied a lawyer or a man closely associated with the legal profession.  The court cards of the suit of Hearts implied blond people and, with one possible exception, the court cards of the suit of Cups implied the same.  Certain numeric cards from both Spades and Swords referenced related notions of suffering, e.g., tears, losses, morning, and illness. 
His Final Years
By this time Etteilla was using his knowledge of astrology, Tarot and other occult sciences to earn a living from books, consultations, and teaching.  In his final years, with his reputation ever spreading, he trained a new generation of card readers, who, in turn, further developed and spread his methods and deck.  In 1788 he even founded the first organization devoted exclusively to the study of Tarot, the Société des Interprètes du Livre de Thot [Society of Interpreters of the Book of Thoth].  Three years later, at age fifty-three, the world’s first known professional Tarotist died.
A N   A S S E S S M E N T
Scholars and practitioners of the esoteric Tarot have assessed Etteilla in wildly divergent ways.  On one hand, some traditional occult authorities, e.g., Lévi and A.E. Waite, harshly criticized his ideas and deck and faulted him for earning a living as a card reader.  They even questioned his intelligence.  On the other hand, no less an authority than Papus, despite some criticism of Etteilla, generally praised him for his achievements, especially with regard to divination.
Recent opinion remains divided.  On one hand, Cynthia Giles wrote in her popular Tarot: History, Mystery, and Lore (1992) that Etteilla’s “primary effect was in popularizing the idea of Tarot, rather than actually contributing to the theory or design of the cards.”  She credited him with little else of substance or historic importance.
On the other hand, Decker, DePaulis, and Dummett, writing in A Wicked
Pack of Cards (1996), claimed:
“Had it not been for Etteilla, Court de Gébelin’s speculations about
the Tarot would most likely have been forgotten. . . .  There is
something touching in the man, who was sincere and passionate,
generous and enlightened (in all the meanings of the words in the late
XVIII century).”
In assessing Etteilla the author of this article steers between the two extremes, wherein Etteilla is painted as: (a) an idiot or someone whose only feat was the popularization of Tarot; and (b) the savior of the esoteric Tarot without whom it would have been forgotten.
Clearly, Etteilla popularized Tarot, which is important, but he accomplished much more.  To recapitulate, he was responsible for many firsts, including the first:
· Book devoted to divination by Tarot; 

· Deck created specifically for esoteric purposes; and 

· Correspondences between Tarot, Astrology, and the Elements. 

Thanks to his books, deck, and students he impacted leading Tarotists and continues to impact them today.  For example, in The Influence of Etteilla and His School on Mathers and Waite, the author of the profile you are reading found that although Waite expressed scorn for Etteilla, approximately one-half of the divinatory meanings in his The Pictorial Key to the Tarot depend from Etteilla and his students.
To this day some Tarotists regularly use some of Etteilla’s divinatory meanings.  For example, every time a contemporary Tarotist, looks at the Four of Cups from a Rider-Waite-Smith or closely related deck and interprets it as “boredom”, he/she is indebted to Etteilla.  Every time he/she looks at the same card reversed and relates it to “news” or “something new”, he/she is indebted to Etteilla.  These are the divinatory meanings Etteilla assigned to these cards over two hundred years ago. Numerous other examples could be cited.
To be honest, however, Etteilla had his faults and failings.  His literary style was crude, turgid, and confusing.  His writings make those of Waite appear absolutely lucid.  Certainly, like many occultists, Etteilla detracted from the factual history of Tarot with tall tales concerning its ancient Egypt origins.
Finally, although he was responsible for many firsts most occultists eventually rejected the specifics of many of his approaches to Tarot.  For example, although Etteilla first showed the way with regard to correspondences between Tarot, astrology, and the Elements, most occultists eventually discarded his system in favor of others.

Furthermore, the persistence of some of his divinatory meanings notwithstanding, Etteilla was probably not as influential on contemporary Tarotists as, say, Lévi, S.L. MacGregor Mathers, Waite, or Aleister Crowley.  He probably was not a profound thinker compared to them either.  Certainly his education and literary style were inferior to theirs.  Still, he was something, none of them were with regard to Tarot: he was a genuine pioneer and, like many pioneers, he had his share of failures and successes.
Etteilla was the first to publish a relatively complete language and grammar for Tarot, a practical methodology for using it; and certain correspondences.  Thus, to his credit, he presided over something none of his peers could take credit for: the all-important public transformation of Tarot from a curious purported artifact of an ancient civilization into a contemporary, practical tool of divination related to other forms of Esotericism.  Thanks in large part to Etteilla, for the first time many occultists and everyday citizens alike could use a Tarot deck specifically designed for esoteric work, and apply a relatively complete, coherent, and rational method for accessing the its wisdom and power.
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