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Book Review   
 

A Sephirothic Odyssey: A Journey in Con-
sciousness with the Golden Dawn Temple 
Tarot, and Golden Dawn Temple Tarot Deck, 
by Harry and Nicola Wendrich, Llanelli, 
Wales: Wendrich artHouse, 2016. Available 
from: www.wendricharthouse.com. Book: 
US$40.00, deck: US$36.00. 

he Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn 
was established in 1888, attracted a color-

ful group of exceptionally gifted people, and 
made an enormous contribution to the West-
ern Esoteric Tradition. It survived a little 
more than ten years before splintering, under 
internal stresses, into a number of derivative 
organizations that reflected the interests—and 
in some cases the egos—of prominent former 
members. New organizations also sprang up, 
including one sharing the name of the original 
Order and claiming lineage with it through the 
graces of Israel Regardie, onetime secretary to 
the infamous Aleister Crowley. The authors of 
A Sephirothic Odyssey joined this latter-day 
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in 2004. 

The original Golden Dawn made its greatest 
contribution in the areas of hermetic magic, 
the Kabbalah, and the Tarot. The latter two 
are central to an understanding of the present 
book. Macgregor Mathers, Arthur Waite, and 
others recognized that the Kabbalah had a 
long history, both in its native Judaic form 
and in the Christianized form of the “Hermet-
ic Kabbalah.” Unfortunately, their ability to 
penetrate the Judaic Kabbalah was limited. 
Important texts, like the Zohar were available 
only in the original Hebrew (or Aramaic), 
and, as one commentator observed, Golden 
Dawn members’ typical grasp of Hebrew was 
what one could expect from two introductory 
college courses. Meanwhile, interest in the 
Kabbalah among Jewish scholars had declined 
dramatically since the seventeenth-century, 
when it became associated—with little justifi-
cation—with the Sabbatai Ẓevi messiah fias-
co. Translation of key texts into English, and 
the          new      wave     of         research      by      scholars      like  

Gershom Sholem and Leonora Leet, came too 
late to help the Golden Dawn. 

What emerged was a distinctive form of the 
Kabbalah—almost an invention of the Golden 
Dawn—woven into its very institutional fab-
ric. Initiatory grades were associated with se-
phiroth on the Tree of Life. As members ad-
vanced through the grades, they journeyed 
through the Tree from Malkuth toward 
Kether. 

The Tarot had no Judaic roots. The word “Ta-
rot” is French but is derived from the plural 
Italian tarocci, which may literally mean 
“trumps” or “triumphs.” Significantly the Ma-
jor Arcana are still occasionally referred to as 
“trumps.” In the Middle Ages tarocci was a 
popular card game. But from an early date the 
Tarot also seems to have played a more exalt-
ed role. The oldest extant deck, commissioned 
by Duke Visconti of Milan in the mid-1450s, 
shares important characteristics with the mag-
ical talismans created by contemporary Her-
meticist Marsilio Ficino. 

Interest in the Tarot eventually moved from 
Italy to France. In the late eighteenth century 
Freemason Antoine Court de Gébelin studied 
the Tarot’s esoteric symbolism and associated 
the twenty-two cards of the Major Arcana 
with the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The 
Marseille Tarot deck, considered the proto-
type of modern decks, may date from the 
same period. A century later, the Tarot be-
came of great interest to French occultists 
Éliphas Lévi and Papus, and thence to the 
Golden Dawn. For several centuries Tarot 
cards have been used for divination, medita-
tion, and esoteric study. 

In the Golden Dawn the Tarot became inti-
mately related with the Kabbalistic Tree of 
Life. Correspondences were proposed not on-
ly between the Tarot cards and the sephiroth 
but between the cards and pathways between 
adjacent sephiroth. The four suits of the Mi-
nor Arcana have traditionally been correlated 
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with the four elements: the Pentacles with 
earth, Swords with air, Cups with water, and 
Wands with fire. In the Golden Dawn they 
were also correlated with the four worlds of 
the Kabbalah: Pentacles with Assiah, Swords 
with Yetzirah, Cups with Briah, and Wands 
with Atziluth. The Kabbalistic pilgrim’s path 
up the Tree, and from world to world, corre-
sponded to a journey through the Tarot deck.  

Several members of the Golden Dawn took an 
interest in the esoteric significance and di-
vinatory meanings of the Tarot cards. As early 
as 1888 Macgregor Mathers published a man-
ual of divination based on the Marseille deck. 
Drawing on Kabbalistic analogies, Mathers, 
Waite, Crowley and others also sought to dis-
cern the cards’ Hebrew divine and angelic 
names, and their astrological correspondenc-
es. Color symbolism assumed great im-
portance.  

Two of the best-known Tarot decks are the 
“Rider” deck, named for the publisher but 
developed by Waite and artist Pamela Cole-
man Smith, and the “Thoth” deck, developed 
by Crowley and Lady Frieda Harris. The 
Thoth deck was named for the Egyptian god 
of writing, who allegedly revealed the hiero-
glyphic alphabet to humankind. Thoth, in his 
turn, became identified with the Greek god 
Hermes and the Roman Mercury. Also popu-
lar is the deck created by Paul Foster Case and 
artist Jessie Burns Parke; Case was founder of 
the Builders of the Adytum, another Golden 
Dawn derivative. Hundreds of other Tarot 
decks have been created, representing a broad 
spectrum of scholarship, intuitive insight, and 
artistic value. 

Enter Harry and Nicola Wendrich, A Se-
phirothic Odyssey, and a new Tarot deck, 
which they call the “Golden Dawn Temple 
Tarot.” “Golden Dawn Temple” here refers to 
the modern derivative organization, whose 
lineage with its famous antecedent was estab-
lished by Regardie’s participation. By contrast 
to the members of the original Golden Dawn, 
the authors—and Nick Farrell, their collabora-
tor during part of the project—had access to a 
much larger body of literature. They had ac-
cess to translations of classical Kabbalistic 

texts and works by modern Jewish Kabbalists. 
Their description of the Ain Soph made refer-
ence to the creation story that emerged from 
the Lurianic school of Kabbalism in sixteenth-
century Safed, Palestine (pp. 54ff). 

The authors had access to the wealth of mate-
rial on the Kabbalah and Tarot published dur-
ing the heyday of the original Golden Dawn 
and, during the past one hundred years, by 
writers in the Golden Dawn tradition. The 
Wendriches also demonstrate familiarity with 
key concepts from the trans-Himalayan teach-
ings. By any standards they did their home-
work. Finally, and importantly, the project 
was not rushed through in a few weeks, or 
even the two years Pamela Coleman Smith 
took to paint the cards Waite designed. The 
project extended over seven years.  

An interesting feature of the project was the 
way in which work on a particular card mir-
rored—or perhaps was driven by—events in 
the Wendriches’ and Farrell’s lives. The crea-
tors of the new Tarot deck really did experi-
ence an “Odyssey” and a “Journey in Con-
sciousness.” Nicola Wendrich explains: 

Throughout the painting of the deck, invis-
ible agencies would magnetically draw 
toward us the energies which needed to be 
expressed. Synchronicities existed within 
our dreams and events of our outer life, 
and parallels also occurred with the Gold-
en Dawn Temple. . . . It was clear that the 
Golden Dawn Temple Tarot was to be 
much more than a pictorial representation 
of words and symbols in a manuscript—
the paintings were a response to and con-
duit of both the archetypal energies of the 
Tree of Life and the modern-day Golden 
Dawn currents (p. ix). 

Clearly the new deck’s creators took the work 
very seriously and grew spiritually in the pro-
cess.  

The Wendriches and Farrell revisited the 
choice of colors used in the Tarot decks of the 
original Golden Dawn. Some pigments like 
magenta, now readily available from art sup-
pliers, were unavailable in the 1890s, or were 
unusable because of fading or other instabili-
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ties. Access to the new pigments allowed the 
authors to change from a color chart based on 
red, yellow and blue, as primary colors, to one 
based on magenta, lemon yellow, and cyan (p. 
218). Furthermore, they insisted on mixing 
the primary colors to produce secondary col-
ors, rather than using ready-mixed paint. 
Hand-mixing may have recovered some sense 
of an alchemical process. 

The book is well-researched, well-written, and 
readable. It provides a useful summary of 
work on the Tarot and Kabbalah within the 
original Golden Dawn and its derivative or-
ganizations. It contributes in a meaningful 
way to our overall understanding of the sub-
ject matter. And it provides interesting in-
sights into a spiritual journey devoted to the 
production of a new Tarot deck. 

But what of the Tarot deck itself? Does the 
end product live up to expectations? The cards 
are offered as “suitable for Temple use, as 
well as for individual meditations and esoteric 
study.” Divination is not mentioned, but Tarot 
readers presumably might be interested in ac-
quiring the deck for such use. 

Those of us who are not members of the pre-
sent Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn can 
only speculate on what “Temple use” in-
volves, and what criteria might govern their 
value. For other uses, important criteria for 
any Tarot cards are aesthetic value, the “vi-
bration” they evoke in users’ consciousness, 
and the quality of symbolism. 

Many of the cards have considerable aesthetic 
value, a tribute to the Wendriches’ and Far-
rell’s artistic talent. Figure 1 shows a sample 
of three such cards: the Ace of Swords, the 
Nine of Pentacles, and The Hermit. These 
cards also have a vibration favorable to medi-
tation or divination. The authors comment on 
their symbolism: 

The Ace of Swords represents the True 
Will in action. Nothing can stand against it 
except oneself, through lack of faith and 
forgetfulness. . . . Divine signs and omens 
are given when needed. From the crown 
hang a palm leaf and an olive branch—
symbols of divine faithfulness and encour-

agement in the journey toward the Crown. 
The symbolism as a whole evokes the path 
trodden by Yeshua, culminating in His 
crucifixion (p. 163). 

The Nine of Pentacles glows with abun-
dance, success, and potential growth with-
in a chosen field. The glowing angelic 
hand holds a beautiful rose branch of nine 
white roses, each touching a pentacle, with 
two extra buds readying to blossom. . . . 
The Nine of Pentacles is the final, raw, 
spiritual energy that has been brought 
down from the other spheres, ready now to 
manifest in Malkuth [the lowest sephirah] 
(pp. 80-81). 

The Hermit is a serious figure. His light is 
all that one needs to see. All else is but a 
shadow, fraught with danger—the danger 
of forgetfulness, the forgetfulness of who 
we are. The ultimate mystery is the self. 
We are occult—our true heritage and na-
ture unknown to us. But through the 
knowledge that the light of the Hermit re-
veals, a new strength is born (p. 29). 

The Hermit is not shown standing on a moun-
tain top, as he is in the Waite–Smith and 
Case– Parke decks. But the Wendriches can 
point to Golden Dawn precedent, insofar as 
no mountain appears in the Marseille deck 
favored by Mathers. 

This reviewer’s main concern is that some of 
the cards have a disturbing or distasteful fla-
vor. Figure 2 shows the treatment of the King 
of Cups in three different Tarot decks. The 
Visconti and Waite–Smith decks depict the 
king as fatherly, nurturing and kindly, where-
as in the Wendrich deck he comes across as 
sinister and menacing. The Wendriches’ de-
scription of the King of Cups is somewhat 
softer: 

There is a feeling of transformative energy 
within the King of Cups, who is placed 
within Chokmah [the second highest se-
phirah] where all negative aspects of self 
have been worked out. This is symbolized 
by the three great transformative symbols 
of the scorpion, the eagle, and the serpent, 
depicted here emerging from a concentra-
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tion of Water symbols—the chalice, on 
which is the sigil of the King of Cups, and 
upon whose finger is a ring also represent-
ing a cup (pp. 178-179). 

But even this softer description differs radi-
cally from earlier ones. Waite characterized a 
querent who draws the King of Cups as a 
“Fair man, man of business, law or divinity” 
(The Pictorial Key to the Tarot, 1910, 198). 
Mathers portrayed him as exhibiting “Good-
ness, Kindness, Liberality, Generosity” (The 
Tarot, 1888, p. 41). And Crowley comment-
ed: “He is graceful, dilettante, with the quali-
ties of Venus, or a weak Jupiter. He is amiable 
in a passive way” (The Book of Thoth, 1944, 
p. 156).  

Several cards include depictions of the nude 
female form, whose treatment sometimes 
seems needlessly sensual. Nobody would 
question that the human form can be of the 
highest artistic value, or that it can symbolize 
important esoteric truths. But this reviewer 
would have preferred to see a treatment more 
typical of classical art. To dwell on the gross 
physical aspects of the human body may ex-
press liberation from conventional tastes, but 
it is unlikely to promote an elevation of con-
sciousness. 

While some of the cards are of commendable 
value,     the     deck     as     a     whole     does    not   have    a  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

high vibration. Personally, I would be wary of 
meditating on all but selected cards, and I 
would not select this deck for purposes of div-
ination.  

In summary, this reviewer recommends the 
book A Sephirothic Odyssey to esoteric stu-
dents on the grounds that it presents a good 
summary of traditional and more recent work 
on the Tarot, as interpreted in the Golden 
Dawn tradition. The authors’ description of 
their spiritual adventures during creation of 
the Tarot deck is interesting in its own right. 

On the other hand, I do not find the compan-
ion Tarot deck itself to be an improvement on, 
or even comparable in value with, decks that 
have been available for a century or more. 
The deck’s creators clearly have put great ef-
fort into it, and it may have played an im-
portant role in their own development. But 
their work may not be fruitful as a service to 
others. I defer to members of the present 
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn to de-
termine its value for internal temple use, but I 
cannot recommend the Golden Dawn Temple 
Tarot deck to readers of The Esoteric Quar-
terly for either meditation or divination. 

Contributed by John F. Nash 
Johnson City, Tennessee 
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Figure 1. Three Cards from the Wendrich Deck 

Ace of Swords Nine of Pentacles The Hermit 

   
 
 

Figure 2. The King of Cups in Three Decks 

Visconti Waite–Smith Wendrich 

 
  

 

 

 

 


