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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Although I have endeavored to include only factual information in this book, I want to note that the beauty of mystical history lies in its mystery. To ensure that the biographies have been told with as much accuracy as possible, I have drawn from a variety of sources to craft these stories. However, many dates and details remain unknown. I have tried to note in the text, whenever possible, when information is unclear.
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INTRODUCTION



This book has been a labor of love and exploration—one that grew out of another project that has meant so much to me for many years. Through my work on The Queen of Wands, in which I highlighted the life and work of Pamela Colman Smith, I discovered many fascinating stories about women in the world of tarot, mysticism, and fortune-telling that span global history. What began as an exclusive card game reserved for the male elite has since grown into a tool of empowerment for people of all genders and walks of life. This profound evolution in the history of the cards and their use can be traced back to four key women and their efforts to make the realm of tarot more accessible to all. Moreover, these women have built off of each other’s work, with their lives, philosophies, practices, and art often overlapping. My motivation behind telling their stories comes from my passion for surfacing historical women who accomplished incredible things but have not yet been celebrated. In addition to readers, tarot artists, and card experts, you will also discover other types of magical women in these pages. Mystics, fortune tellers, priestesses—women who lived outside of the spiritual conventions of their time and contributed to the overall world of mysticism. I hope that the following history of tarot, told through the lens of the women who’ve made it what it is today, honors their collective belief that there is more to life than what meets the eye and that magic is real.
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The history of tarot is vast and complex. It spans different continents, centuries, and cultures, creating a rich tapestry of meaning that predates its present place in society. From party entertainment to fortune-telling, tarot card decks have taken on a multitude of roles throughout the ages as their use developed into the practice we recognize today. One thing has remained constant, though—women have been catalysts for tarot’s evolution, transforming it over and over again to suit their needs and ultimately bringing it into our hands.


The tarot cards that we now buy online, in bookstores, or at flea markets are decks consisting of seventy-eight illustrated cards that are used to provide answers to important questions, gain insight into one’s life, or evoke cosmic guidance. A tarot reader, whether professional or casual, will act as a liaison between the cards and the recipient of their guidance, expanding on their meaning for the subject of the reading, also called the querent. However, one can also practice tarot in solitude, conducting a private reading for oneself. Tarot is not connected to any specific spiritual practice and often appeals to those who don’t subscribe to an organized religion. A reading can be a wonderful way to organize one’s thoughts, set goals, or tap into one’s intuition—and it requires only a deck of cards and a quiet space.


Historically, the invention of tarot is often tied to fifteenth-century Italy. While that time and place did play an important role in tarot’s development, the cards actually evolved from a significantly earlier practice from a very different part of the world: Islamic Mamluk playing cards from the Middle Ages. Named for the Mamluk Sultanate of Egypt, which was the dynasty that ruled Egypt and Syria from 1250 to 1517, Mamluk cards were elaborately hand-painted works of art belonging only to members of the most elite class. When the Israeli scholar and archaeologist Leo Aryeh Mayer noticed Mamluk cards in the Topkapi Museum in Istanbul in the 1930s, he was able to date the deck and prove that they were in fact the basis for the Italian cards that would be developed later. While these cards did not include images of people, the Mamluk deck contains both suit and court cards and is a beautiful example of the artistic influence Islam had on the Western world. There are also signs that the Mamluk cards themselves evolved from even earlier versions of playing cards found in ancient China.
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Over time, Mamluk cards were traded and brought to Western Europe, where they evolved into a new pastime for the upper classes and royalty. It was in the 1440s that Jacopo Marcello, a Venetian officer, sent a deck of cards from Milan to Duchess Isabella of Lorraine in France. This stunning gilded deck, along with Marcello’s letter to the duchess, was the earliest written reference to tarot, sparking an interest in decorated cards in the West that would last for centuries to come. While Marcello’s missive named the cards as tarot, it’s important to remember that, unlike the practice we know today, these medieval Italian gaming cards, known as tarocchi, were not considered to hold divine or fortune-telling properties. Instead, they were used only as multiplayer entertainment in the form of a game similar to what we might recognize today as bridge. The tarocchi included trump cards, or suits, but did not contain numbers.
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Around the year 1450, historians believe that the artist Bonifacio Bembo, a Renaissance painter, created the Visconti-Sforza deck for a noble family of the same name. This is one of the only complete Italian decks to have survived from this time period, and it gives us insight into what luxury fifteenth-century decks looked like—hand-painted, skillful, treasured, and slightly bigger than modern tarot cards. The cards also incorporated Christian symbology and figures, such as the pope.


In 1491, another trained Renaissance artist named Nicola di Maestro Antonio d’Ancona is believed to have created the Sola Busca deck in Venice. This was a turning point for the evolution of card games because, unlike the decks that came before it, the Sola Busca included the trumps from tarocchi as well as number (pip) cards, leading to a deck of seventy-eight cards that is the closest relative of the Rider-Waite-Smith deck—the most popular deck used today. Unlike the deck’s earlier Islamic ancestors, the Sola Busca included full illustrations for each pip card, making it the first of its kind. D’Ancona engraved metal plates for each card so that they could be reproduced as hand-painted multiples. Although these reproductions were still only accessible to aristocrats at the time, they eventually made their way into private collections and museums, giving historians a more complete look at this deck than of many of its predecessors.
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While the Sola Busca was the basis for the decks we use today, it would be difficult for us to find our way with it, as the scenes are shrouded in symbolism many of us are no longer familiar with and require decoding. Though there’s still much to be learned about the meaning behind the cards in the Sola Busca deck, current evidence does not suggest it was used in divination or fortune-telling.


In the hands of traders and merchants, tarot cards made their way from Renaissance Italy throughout Europe, specifically to France, Switzerland, and Germany, where they experienced yet more reinterpretations. In Marseille, decks began to become standardized, in marked contrast to the previous decks displaying symbols related to specific noble families. The French word for tarocchi was tarot, and the result of the homogenization developed by French card makers was the Tarot de Marseille, a block-printed deck that became popular for gaming in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This version of the deck included trumps and pips, but reverted to the pre–Sola Busca decks in certain ways, with pips represented only with symbols rather than fully illustrated scenes. Much of the symbology in the scenes of earlier decks was also misinterpreted, leading to new iterations with relevance in their adopted cultures—as is often the case when art is transferred from society to society over time.
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In some circles during the 1500s, these cards morphed into literary games in which wealthy French family members and friends would draw from the deck and write poems based on the cards. This approach was less about winning by trumping your fellow players and more about serendipity and chance, as players looked within themselves to craft a response to the symbology of the card pulled.


We see quite an impactful moment for the evolution of tarot in the late 1700s, brought about by a French scholar named Antoine Court de Gébelin. When Court de Gébelin witnessed a group of people playing a card game in Paris, he hypothesized that the cards stemmed from the Book of Thoth, a secret ancient Egyptian text based on the teachings of Thoth, the deity of wisdom, writing, and, most importantly, sorcery. Court de Gébelin then published an essay making that claim and further stating that Egyptian priests had secretly passed this sacred text on to the popes of Rome, who later brought it to France. With this piece of writing, tarot became connected to a new world of esoteric and mystical practices for the first time in history. Court de Gébelin offered, of course, no historical evidence for his theory, nor did he have the ability to translate the ancient Egyptian texts to French in order to truly comprehend their teachings. But this didn’t prevent him from perpetuating the notion that not only was tarot magical, but that its secrets were meant for and upheld by holy men. While we know that the cards did travel from the Middle East into Europe, the circumstances of that transfer as claimed by Court de Gébelin were false. In fact, modern tarot artist and expert Robert Place claims that it is impossible for tarot cards to have originated in Egypt since ancient Egyptians used papyrus rather than paper. The long fibers of papyrus lent themselves best to lengthy scrolls rather than small cards, because if cut into small pieces, the edges would fray and wouldn’t be suitable for play.
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Still, when we examine some of the societal changes happening during this period of ancient history, perhaps we might deduce that Court de Gébelin’s findings were not so random after all. While he made false claims tying tarot to ancient Egypt, we can make some space to appreciate a real ancient Egyptian icon who explored occult practices and was known for her unconventional spiritual beliefs. Although she isn’t linked to tarot, Nefertiti’s legacy is one of mystery and rebellion, similar to the many mystical women who followed in her footsteps. When we review mystics from the past, it only feels right to start at the very beginning, with the ancient spiritual pioneer Nefertiti.
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