
Choosing Your First Tarot Deck: A Guide to Styles
and Traditions
Stepping into the world of tarot for the first time can feel both exciting and a little
overwhelming. The images on the cards are meant to speak to you, so the art style matters a
great deal. Different decks follow different traditions, use different symbols, and create
different moods. A deck that feels cryptic to one reader can feel perfectly clear to another. The
key is to match the deck's style to how your own mind works and what you hope to get out of
the practice.

Most beginners start with the classic Rider-Waite-Smith deck, often just called the Rider-Waite.
This deck set the standard for modern tarot. Its images are detailed and narrative, showing
scenes that tell a story for each card. The symbolism is well documented, and many
guidebooks and online resources refer back to it. If you want a deck that aligns with most
learning materials and gives you a strong foundation in traditional meanings, this style is a safe
and rewarding choice. The artwork has a medieval and storybook feel that many people find
comforting and easy to interpret intuitively.



Understanding the Major Schools of Tarot Art
Before you pick a specific deck, it helps to understand the broad categories of tarot art that
exist. One major school is the Marseille tradition. Marseille-style decks use simpler, more
abstract images, especially for the minor arcana. Instead of a full scene for the Two of Cups,
you might just see two cups drawn in a repeating pattern. This style puts more emphasis on
numerology and the elemental meanings of the suits. Readers who enjoy a more meditative,
less story-driven approach often prefer Marseille. It asks you to feel the energy of the number
and the suit rather than interpret a narrative.

Another major school is the Thoth tradition, created by Aleister Crowley and painted by Lady
Frieda Harris. Thoth decks are rich in esoteric symbolism from astrology, alchemy, and the
Kabbalah. The art is bold, colorful, and often surreal. The meanings can be more complex and
layered. This style suits a reader who is already interested in Western occult traditions and
wants a deck that mirrors that depth. For a complete beginner, Thoth can feel like a steep
climb, but some people connect with its energy immediately and find it deeply rewarding.

The Rider-Waite tradition sits between these two. It uses narrative scenes in the minor arcana
but keeps the symbolism accessible. Over the years, many artists have created their own

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jHYG7tLrnkQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jHYG7tLrnkQ


versions of the Rider-Waite system, updating the art while keeping the core meanings intact.
These are often called Rider-Waite-Smith clones or variants. They are a great middle ground for
a beginner who wants clear, story-based imagery but prefers a modern aesthetic.

Modern and Thematic Decks
In the last few decades, the tarot world has exploded with creative decks that stray far from the
traditional schools. These decks are often built around a single theme: nature, animals, a
particular culture, a fictional universe, or even a minimalist art concept. For instance, a nature-
themed deck might use photographs of flowers or landscapes instead of human figures. An
animal-themed deck might pair each card with an animal whose traits mirror the card's
meaning.

The advantage of a thematic deck is that the theme itself can act as a key to unlock the card's
meaning. If you know the animal well, its symbolism may speak to you directly. The downside
is that the theme can sometimes distort the traditional meaning, making it harder to learn the
universal patterns of tarot. A beginner who picks a very niche deck might struggle to cross-
reference their cards with standard guidebooks. Still, if the theme resonates deeply with you, it
can make learning feel personal and joyful rather than academic.

When choosing a thematic deck, ask yourself whether the theme helps you remember the
card's core idea or whether it distracts from it. A cat-themed deck where every card features a
cat in a pose that mirrors the original Rider-Waite image can be a delightful learning tool. A



deck where the theme overpowers the original meaning might be better as a second or third
deck, once you already have a handle on the basics.

Art Style and Intuitive Connection
The visual style of the deck is not just decoration. It shapes how you read the cards. Some
people read best with highly detailed, almost photographic images. Others prefer simple, line-
drawn art that leaves room for their own imagination. Some readers love dark, moody art that
explores shadow work and deep emotions. Others want bright, uplifting images that focus on
growth and positivity.

There is no wrong preference here, but there is a practical consideration. A deck whose art
makes you feel anxious or confused will not serve you well during a reading. You want a deck
whose images invite you to look closer, to wonder, and to feel a spark of recognition. If you find
yourself flipping through the cards and feeling drawn to the artwork again and again, that is a
strong sign. If the art feels cold, busy, or off-putting, put it back, no matter how popular it is.

A good test is to look at the card for the Fool, the High Priestess, and the Death card in any
deck you are considering. These three cards cover a wide emotional and symbolic range. If the
art for each of them feels evocative and meaningful to you, the deck is probably a good fit. If
any one of them feels flat or confusing, keep looking.

Practical Considerations for a First Deck
Beyond the art, there are a few practical things to weigh. The size of the cards matters. Some
decks are large and feel like art prints, which is lovely for home use but awkward for shuffling.
Others are compact and easy to handle. The card stock thickness also affects how the deck
feels in your hands. A flexible, matte finish often shuffles more smoothly than a stiff, glossy
card.



The guidebook that comes with the deck is another factor. Some decks include a thick, well-
written companion book that explains each card in detail. Others include only a tiny pamphlet
with bare-bones keywords. For a beginner, a good guidebook can accelerate learning. If the
deck you love has a thin guidebook, you can always supplement it with a general tarot
reference, but having a dedicated book that matches the art is ideal.

Finally, consider the deck's approach to diversity and representation. Many modern decks
depict people of different ages, races, body types, and gender expressions. If inclusive
representation matters to you, look for a deck that reflects that. Seeing yourself and the people
around you in the cards can make readings feel more relevant and compassionate.

Building Your Confidence with a Starter Deck
Once you have a deck in hand, the real journey begins. Start by simply looking at the cards.
Sort through them, notice which ones catch your eye, and read the guidebook entries for those
cards. Do not pressure yourself to memorize meanings. Let the images and the book's words
work together in your mind.

A great way to build familiarity is to pull one card each morning and sit with it for a few
minutes. Think about how its message might relate to your day ahead. This daily practice
trains your intuition and builds a personal relationship with the deck. Over time, you will start to
notice patterns and your own interpretations will emerge alongside the traditional ones.



If you feel stuck, resources like the Tarotfans beginner tarot decks section provide a structured
path into the subject. It walks through the differences between deck styles, offers tips for
choosing, and helps you understand what each card is saying. Many readers find that pairing a
good deck with a supportive guide like that makes the learning process smoother and more
enjoyable.

When a Deck Feels Right, Trust That
Ultimately, the best deck for you is the one you want to pick up and use. A deck that sits on
your shelf gathering dust because its art or feel does not inspire you will teach you nothing. A
deck that calls to you, that you enjoy handling and looking at, will become a trusted tool for
insight and reflection.

Do not be afraid to change decks as you grow. Many readers start with a classic Rider-Waite,
learn the system, and then branch into Marseille, Thoth, or thematic decks. Others start with a
modern deck and later go back to a traditional one for its depth. The tarot is a lifelong
conversation, and your deck is your conversation partner. Choosing one that speaks your
language makes all the difference.

If you are still unsure, a visit to a local metaphysical shop or an online gallery can help you see
many styles side by side. Feel the cards in your hand if you can. Look at the images up close.
Ask yourself which deck you would want to sit with during a quiet afternoon. The answer to
that question is your answer.

https://tarotfans.com/


Remember that the journey of learning tarot is personal. There is no single perfect deck for
everyone. The best deck for you is the one that helps you see more clearly, think more gently,
and trust your own inner knowing. For those just beginning, exploring a range of styles and
seeing what resonates is the most rewarding path forward. For a curated look at some of the
most approachable options, the Tarotfans beginner tarot decks collection is a fine place to
start your search.

Tarotfans on social media Facebook Instagram YouTube Pinterest

https://www.facebook.com/TarotFans.FB/
https://www.instagram.com/tarotfans/
https://www.youtube.com/@tarotfans1927
https://pinterest.com/tarotfannn/

