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Abstract 

This paper examines the historical and intellectual origins of modern Western Tarot systems through 

the life and work of Robert William Felkin (1853-1926). While Felkin is typically discussed in relation 

to his later medical and occult activities in London and New Zealand, this study argues that his 

formative upbringing in Beeston, Nottinghamshire constituted a distinctive cognitive environment 

that shaped his approach to symbolic systems. Drawing on the industrial discipline of the Midlands 

lace trade, the procedural epistemology of Baptist Dissent, and late nineteenth-century 

psychophysiology, Felkin developed a conservative yet durable model of Tarot as an internally 

consistent classificatory system. Through analysis of Golden Dawn institutional conflict,  including the 

Battle of Blythe Road, Felkin’s opposition to charismatic authority figures such as Aleister Crowley, 

and his collaboration with William Butler Yeats, the paper reframes Felkin not as a visionary 

innovator but as the principal custodian of Tarot’s survivable modern form. 
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0. Methodological Framework 

This study adopts a microhistorical approach informed by material culture studies and institutional 

history. Felkin’s early environment is treated not as a deterministic cause but as a formative 

cognitive framework shaping habits of reasoning, valuation, and symbolic discipline. Structural 

analogy is used where appropriate, grounded in observable systems such as industrial production, 

religious governance, and medical methodology. Claims concerning psychological influence are 

framed within the context of Victorian psychophysiology rather than modern neuroscience. 

Tarot is examined here as a deliberately structured symbolic technology shaped by historical 

conditions, not as a revealed or purely intuitive system. Where interpretation is offered, it is 

distinguished from documentary evidence. 

 

1. Beeston and Industrial Systems 

Robert William Felkin was born on March 13, 1853, in Beeston, Nottinghamshire, into a family 

deeply embedded in the lace and hosiery trades. The Felkin industrial presence was concentrated 

around Villa Street and Market Street, later renamed Middle Street. During this period, Beeston was 
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undergoing a sustained transition from cottage-based framework knitting to mechanised factory 

production. 

Felkin’s grandfather, William Felkin, documented this transformation in A History of the Machine 

Wrought Hosiery and Lace Manufactures. Lace production required the coordination of numerous 

interdependent components governed by fixed patterns and tolerances. Error correction was 

intrinsic to the process, as failure in one element could compromise the integrity of the whole.  

This environment normalised systems in which coherence depended upon constraint, repetition, 

and maintenance rather than invention. 

 

1.1 Diagrammatic Thinking and Constraint 

Lace machinery operated through diagrammatic logic. Patterns were encoded in advance, replicated 

mechanically, and corrected through procedural intervention. Individual units derived function from 

their position within a larger structure. 

This mode of reasoning closely parallels Golden Dawn Tarot, where cards derive meaning through 

Sephirothic placement, elemental attribution, numerical relation, and colour scale correspondence. 

The resemblance is structural rather than metaphorical, supporting the argument that Felkin 

approached Tarot as a system to be maintained rather than reimagined. 

 

1.2 Abstract Systems Thinking 

The industrial culture of mid nineteenth-century Beeston provided sustained exposure to abstract 

systems operating independently of individual components. Lace patterns retained identity across 

materials and scales so long as structural relations were preserved. 

Golden Dawn Tarot operates in an analogous manner. Meaning does not arise primarily from 

pictorial narrative but from relational position within an abstract framework. Such abstraction would 

not have appeared esoteric to someone raised in an environment where symbolic plans routinely 

governed material outcomes. 

 

1.3 Invisible Labour and Custodianship 

A significant proportion of lace production involved corrective and supervisory labour rather than 

visible creation. Mending, inspection, and pattern correction were essential to the finished product 

yet left little trace of individual authorship. Authority derived from competence and reliability rather 

than originality. 

Felkin’s later role within the Golden Dawn mirrors this form of labour. He focused on preserving 

instructional papers, standardising correspondences, and maintaining coherence across symbolic 

systems. Rather than seeking innovation, he functioned as a custodian of inherited structures. This 

alignment suggests that Felkin’s intellectual priorities were shaped by an early environment in which 

maintenance constituted meaningful work. 

 

2. Topographical Concentration and Cognitive Integration 



Felkin’s early life unfolded within a compressed geographical area. Family residence, lace workshops, 

and Baptist chapel were located within a short distance along Villa Street. This proximity produced 

sustained overlap between industrial, domestic, and religious practice. 

Within this environment, technical precision and doctrinal interpretation were experienced as 

parallel forms of order. Systems of labour, belief, and governance were not compartmentalised but 

mutually reinforcing. This spatial concentration plausibly contributed to Felkin’s later insistence on 

coherence across symbolic domains. 

 

2.1 Procedural Faith in Baptist Beeston 

The Baptist tradition dominant in Beeston emphasised procedural integrity over hierarchical 

authority. Scripture was approached as a system to be studied collectively and tested through 

reasoned interpretation rather than as a site of charismatic revelation. Ministers were accountable 

to congregations, and doctrinal legitimacy rested on consistency rather than lineage.  

This procedural approach to belief provides essential context for Felkin’s later resistance to 

autocratic leadership within the Golden Dawn. His opposition to Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers 

was structural rather than doctrinal, reflecting a belief that symbolic authority derives from 

adherence to process rather than personal revelation. 

 

2.2 Distributed Meaning 

Both lace production and nonconformist religious practice in Beeston operated through distributed 

meaning. In neither domain did significance reside in a single element. Patterns emerged through 

relationships between components, whether threads within a textile or passages within scripture. 

Golden Dawn Tarot exhibits the same relational logic. Individual cards acquire significance through 

position, hierarchy, and correspondence rather than intrinsic symbolism. 

 

3. Felkin in Golden Dawn Historiography 

Golden Dawn historiography has tended to privilege figures associated with rupture, spectacle, or 

literary output. Felkin is often treated as a secondary administrative figure. 

This paper repositions Felkin as a structural custodian whose primary contribution lay in 

preservation and standardisation. Without such custodianship, the Tarot corpus would likely have 

fragmented beyond recovery. 

 

4. The Battle of Blythe Road 

The institutional crisis of April 1900, known as the Battle of Blythe Road, marked the point at which 

Felkin’s Beeston-formed priorities came into direct conflict with charismatic authority. Members of 

the Isis Urania Temple rejected Mathers’ leadership, leading to legal confrontation and an 

attempted repossession by Crowley acting as Mathers’ emissary.  



Felkin aligned with the rebel faction, viewing the conflict as administrative rather than mystical. For 

him, Mathers’ conduct represented a failure of custodianship rather than doctrinal deviation.  

 

5. Felkin and Crowley 

Felkin’s relationship with Crowley was characterised by sustained distrust. Crowley pursued 

continual symbolic revision and personal revelation, while Felkin prioritised preservation of inherited 

structures, particularly Book T. 

Although Crowley later criticised Felkin’s reliance on institutional authority, his own Tarot system 

depended heavily on correspondences Felkin helped preserve. This asymmetry underscores Felkin’s 

structural importance.¹ 

 

6. Collaboration with Yeats 

Felkin’s closest collaborator was William Butler Yeats, who became Imperator of the Isis Urania 

Temple following the schism. Yeats provided literary articulation and symbolic interpretation, while 

Felkin supplied organisational discipline and technical oversight. 

Their partnership demonstrates that Felkin’s custodial approach did not suppress symbolic richness 

but provided the structural conditions under which it could be sustained. 

 

7. Book T as Classification System 

The classificatory logic underlying Felkin’s approach finds its clearest expression in Book T. Tarot 

meanings are encoded through numerical value, elemental attribution, zodiacal correspondence, 

Sephirothic placement, and colour scale. 

Meaning arises relationally, not independently. Felkin’s insistence on preserving this matrix logic 

prevented arbitrary reinterpretation and symbolic drift. 

 

7.1 The Four Colour Scales 

Between 1901 and 1903, Felkin and Yeats collaborated on finalising the Four Colour Scales. These 

assign four colour expressions to each Sephirah, corresponding to the four Qabalistic Worlds. The 

system ensures that symbols manifest differently across metaphysical levels without losing identity. 

While the specific chromatic attributions of the Four Colour Scales cannot be traced to Felkin’s early 

life, his treatment of colour as fixed symbolic infrastructure rather than expressive material is 

consistent with procedural systems characteristic of Beeston. Felkin neither revised nor personalised 

the colour scales, suggesting that he regarded them as non negotiable constraints rather than 

interpretive resources. 

 

7.2 Persistence of the Colour Scales in Modern Practice 



The continued operational use of the colour scales demonstrates their structural function. They 

persist across Tarot decks, ritual tools, psychological practices, and digital design, indicating that 

they operate as technical constraints rather than aesthetic conventions. Their survival supports the 

interpretation of Felkin as a custodian of symbolic infrastructure rather than a creative innovator.  

 

8. Medical Training and Psychophysiology 

Felkin’s medical education at Edinburgh and Marburg culminated in Hypnotism and Psycho 

Therapeutics (1890). Within the framework of Victorian psychophysiology, he understood structured 

imagery as capable of producing predictable mental and somatic effects.  

Tarot pathworking, in this context, functioned as controlled imaginative practice rather than 

spontaneous fantasy. This medical perspective reinforced Felkin’s insistence on symbolic 

standardisation. 

 

9. Whare Ra and Archival Survival 

Felkin’s establishment of the Whare Ra temple in New Zealand in 1912 insulated Golden Dawn Tarot 

from European disruption. Geographic isolation and institutional conservatism preserved the 

curriculum with minimal alteration. 

These archives later formed the basis of publications by Israel Regardie. The preservation achieved 

at Whare Ra represents the geographical extension of a custodial logic first learned in Beeston.  

 

10. Conclusion 

This paper has argued that Robert William Felkin’s contribution to modern Tarot is best understood 

through the formative conditions of his early life in Beeston. The industrial discipline of lace 

production, the procedural epistemology of Baptist Dissent, and the valuation of maintenance 

labour produced a cognitive environment in which symbolic systems were expected to function 

independently of individual charisma. Felkin carried this expectation into his custodianship of Golden 

Dawn Tarot, preserving its classificatory integrity across institutional fracture and geographic 

displacement. Modern Tarot practice continues to rely on these preserved constraints, confirming 

that Felkin’s significance lies not in visionary innovation but in the successful transmission of a 

symbolic technology capable of endurance. 

 

Footnote 

1. This comparison concerns differences in epistemic formation rather than differences in 

intelligence, competence, or occult knowledge. The argument is not that Aleister Crowley 

was incapable of understanding or transmitting Tarot, but that the custodial role required to 

preserve a complex symbolic infrastructure over time depends upon habits of constraint, 

maintenance, and procedural authority that are plausibly shaped by early exposure to 

industrial and dissenting systems such as those found in mid nineteenth-century Beeston. 

The contrast is therefore structural rather than evaluative. 
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