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“I continue to be a great admirer of Tayannah Lee McQuillar’s scholarly and practical work The Hoodoo Tarot. This follow-up work, The Hoodoo Tarot Workbook, continues to engage the complicated history of Africans in North America and Indigenous communities of the American Southeast. McQuillar finds fruitful data in the interstices and intersections that gave rise to Black American culture, a term that she uses to avoid ascribing all things found in early and contemporary ‘African American’ culture to Africa. While not diminishing Africa, McQuillar’s work calls us to consider the significant Indigenous influences on Black American lifeways that show themselves in Hoodoo/Rootwork/Conjure traditions and practices. The Hoodoo Tarot Workbook challenges readers to take a deeper look at the philosophy, flora, and fauna of the Hoodoo tradition, offering practical suggestions about preparations for rituals as well as directions that readers may choose to engage. This book is a great companion to The Hoodoo Tarot, but it is also of great value as a text in itself. Scholars, practitioners, enthusiastic learners, or those who embody all these will love this new text.”

STEPHEN C. FINLEY, PH.D.,
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF
RELIGIOUS STUDIES AND AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES,
LOUISIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

“Tayannah takes a step ahead on oracle reading with this book. Much more than only providing counsel or fortune advice, the exercises and meditations from The Hoodoo Tarot Workbook are powerful tools for self-knowledge and self-growth, no matter which faith the reader practices. She also brings light to the mysteries of leaves and charm magic as well as important lessons on how to create magic in daily life guided by the tarot cards and their wisdom messages. The historical chapters are a must-read, especially because they reveal and reinforce the non-Christian aspects of Hoodoo and its founder practitioners. The illustrated plant dictionary and descriptions of their magic uses are a highlight for all magic lovers, Rootworkers or not. Along with the guide to the plants, the Elder cards’ rituals are very interesting and show how Hoodoo and Black America folk magic relates with other diasporic traditions such as Brazilian Umbanda and Jurema.”

DIEGO DE OXÓSSI, AUTHOR OF
TRADITIONAL BRAZILIAN BLACK MAGIC
AND AFRO-BRAZILIAN NUMEROLOGY
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This book is dedicated to all The Hoodoo Tarot
enthusiasts that expressed their love and
appreciation for the deck. I pray that
The Hoodoo Tarot continues to provide you
with guidance and comfort for many years to come.
Thank you for your support.
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Introduction



Why a Hoodoo Tarot Companion?

The goal of this book is to provide the reader with a deeper understanding of the concepts, history, themes, and ideas explored in The Hoodoo Tarot.

I received an abundance of wonderful feedback from people all around the world who were amazed by the depth and complexity of our tradition, which had been mocked, trivialized, belittled, and ignored for far too long, not only by people outside of the community but also by many Black Americans themselves who had been taught that our spiritual system—known as Hoodoo, Rootwork, and Conjure—and its practitioners are evil or not anywhere near as authentic, powerful, or important as the healing systems and traditions of foreigners.

Now more Black Americans are proud of their Hoodoo heritage and defend their ancestors and themselves against the arrogance, ignorance, condescension, and hatred directed at us and our culture, regardless of whether the abuse or hatred flows from someone with a similar phenotype. That was my stated mission in my first book on the subject, Rootwork, and I am proud to have contributed to this renaissance.

That said, I believe there is still a lot more historical and anthropological research to be done regarding the history and development of Hoodoo. At present, the mainstream narrative regarding Rootwork almost always centers on and credits the “old world” (particularly Africa and Europe) while practically ignoring the land and Indigenous Americans. This is, of course, bizarre to say the least, because millions of Foundational Black Americans have an oral and/or documented history connecting them to one tribe or another via blood or culture.

The denial or marginalization of our elders’ directly communicated experiences is not a surprise considering the history of the colony and its brutal enforcement of genocidal theories such as the “one drop rule,” which determined that anyone with even a drop of African blood is to be considered solely Black no matter how they look, not to mention the unspoken “lookership” rule that anyone with dark skin and broad features regardless of their actual ancestry were to be considered of African descent by default.

As a result, millions of dark-skinned, broad-featured people from America, Asia, and Europe were denied acknowledgment of who they were. Sadly, this mentality and social norm created by unabashed, sadistic, eugenics-minded fortune hunters and opportunists is still considered completely normal to most people who inhabit the American continent. So, it can hardly be a surprise when “one drop” of African influence (or perceived African influence) in relation to any of “Black” America’s cultural artifacts or behavior instantly Africanizes the said artifact or behavior by default.

For example, the only thing considered American about Hoodoo is the use of the American Indian pharmacopoeia. We are told that Africans were in a strange land, so they had to make do with the plants they found here and the ones introduced to this land by Europeans. In other words, the message is that the people who were already here for thousands of years had little to no part in the construction of America’s identity as we know it, which is not only ludicrous but also insulting, to say the least. But as offensive as it is, it’s not a stupid assumption given the fact that most Americans, regardless of their ancestral origin, know little to nothing about the cultures of the original people of the southern and eastern United States, let alone their spirituality. Many would die if a gun were put to their head and they were asked to name three Indigenous North American deities—even if they can list African or European ones all day long. And because many consciously or subconsciously adopted the early settlers’ dismissal of and total disinterest in studying or understanding American Indian history, philosophies, cosmologies, or metaphysics, they make assumptions without any attempt at a thorough investigation via cross-cultural comparisons, and then theories become facts.

Even today, most books about Native American spirituality tend to center on the western tribes (Lakota, Navajo, etc.) and not the Southeastern Woodlands tribes that many Black Americans claim to be connected to through a mutual ancestral history of working the same fields as slaves, indentured servants, and exploited workers, being the slaves or slave owners of Indigenous people, and/or living as neighbors for literally centuries.

The settlers believed that American Indian spirituality was heathenish, nonexistent, and/or just a disorganized mess that consisted of a series of barbaric or superstitious beliefs and incoherent rituals. Therefore, the colonists did not write extensively about American Indian spiritual beliefs or practices. And we cannot forget that the southern/eastern tribes had endured cultural erasure and conversion (by force or by choice) centuries prior to the western tribes. So, naturally, those western nations were able to retain much more of their language and culture to be recorded than southern/eastern ethnic groups.

Be that as it may, there is enough accessible information for everyone to be fully aware in the twenty-first century that the following concepts and customs, determined to be Africanisms in Black American culture, were also believed in and practiced by the Indigenous people of the Southeast prior to the mass arrival of foreigners from around the world between the sixteenth and twentieth centuries:


[image: ] Libation

[image: ] Ancestor veneration

[image: ] Multicropping

[image: ] Initiatory scratching/scarification (a.k.a. getting scratched)

[image: ] Animal sacrifice

[image: ] Permaculture

[image: ] Counterclockwise circle dances

[image: ] Reincarnation

[image: ] Mound agriculture

[image: ] Blanket wedding ceremonies

[image: ] Waist-bead wearing for healing

[image: ] Spirit dolls

[image: ] Call and response

[image: ] Circle and cross imagery

[image: ] Matrifocality/matrilineality

[image: ] Oneiromancy (divination through dreams)

[image: ] Decoration of graves with shells

[image: ] Complex cosmologies

[image: ] Food offerings to ancestors

[image: ] Bone divination

[image: ] Glossolalia (speaking in tongues)

[image: ] Special affinity for rivers/river rites

[image: ] Diffused monotheism

[image: ] Devotion to ancestors

[image: ] Decoration of objects with beads and cowrie shells

[image: ] Rituals of sacred mediation

[image: ] Animation of sacred objects

[image: ] Step/stomp dancing

[image: ] Spirit possession
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This painting, titled The Flyer or The Conjurer (1585), by John White depicts a “doctor of enchantments” from the territory now known as North Carolina.

Also consider this passage from The Only Land They Knew by the late historian J. Leitch Wright Jr.:

Most Africans had been brought up in a patrilineal society. Something that has interested and at times confused scholars is that slaves arriving in the South frequently forgot this aspect of their heritage and became matrilineal. Many facts help to explain this. A minority of the slaves, including some of those coming from West Africa, had been reared in a matrilineal culture, and the instability of the slave family in America enhanced the role of the mother, who was more likely to “stay at home.” In time, the White man’s law decreed that the child must follow the status of the mother, regardless of her racial background. But the most obvious and probably the most likely reason is the fact that so many Negroes were not Africans but Indians.

Culturally and biologically Native Americans helped to form the modern Negro. When considering the heritage of the American Negro, the Afro-American, the tendency has been to assume that whenever Negro speech, religion and cultural patterns differed from those of Whites, the origins of such distinctions must be found in Africa. There is no denying the logic and in many instances the validity of such explanations. Herskovits and his disciples and the messianic orator Marcus Garvey, who in the twentieth century advocated black nationalism and a back-to-Africa campaign, have pointed this out. Their arguments make sense especially when considering the West Indies. The problem is that the Negroes’ West Indian experience in many respects differed from that of the south. Only 5 percent of the Africans transported to the New World came to the southern mainland. . . . All of this means that when one considers the background of the contemporary Negro one must not look only at Whites and Africans but also Indians.

I sincerely hope my work will inspire people to broaden their minds and the scope of their research. In a nutshell, the ultimate objective of The Hoodoo Tarot Workbook is to help the reader expand intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually.

In my experience, the only way to do that is to make you a bit uncomfortable, so the exercises and spreads may dive deeper than you might have expected. If, however, you are already familiar with my style then you expect nothing less than a transformative and thought-provoking experience. I highly suggest purchasing a journal to record your answers and insights so they’ll be in one place for you to reference later. Now let’s get started.
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Hoodoo Philosophy

Hoodoo (also known as Conjure and Rootwork, as mentioned earlier) is a healing and occult system with a distinct lineage in North America that was developed and practiced by Black Americans.

Hoodoo has mostly been explained and approached solely as a set of random remedies, rituals, and spells, but rarely is it approached as a school of thought. At the core of any ritual, healing practice, or magic, there is a philosophy at work without which nothing would make sense. Because remedies, rituals, and spells have been ubiquitous around the world since time immemorial, it is each culture’s philosophical approach that makes their systems unique and sacred.

It is also by understanding the philosophical principle’s governing cultural artifacts that scholars might attempt competent cross-cultural studies to discover similarities and differences from other traditions. Unfortunately, Rootwork has not received public recognition as an independent philosophy as it is presented as merely a depthless hodgepodge of beliefs produced by enslaved people.

Though other ethnic groups all over the world have also experienced displacement, genocide, colonialism, widespread miscegenation, the adoption of foreign ideas, and/or violence, no one says that their cultural artifacts are not fundamentally theirs. For example, no one says that Italian or Spanish cuisine is American or African because they include ingredients such as tomatoes, basil, garlic, eggplant, paprika, chili peppers, and so on.

Sadly, that is often not true of Black American cultural artifacts, which are routinely classified as “not ours” even if we’re prone to cultural diffusion like everyone else on the planet. That, or our cultural artifacts that other ethnic groups respect or admire are ethnically cleansed and simply become national treasures once they are mimicked by those other groups. It appears the only thing that is ever uniquely “ours” to claim is our trauma and the dysfunctional or toxic behaviors resulting from it.

The result is a failure to recognize our distinctive value in terms of our ways of thinking and being that produced all that we have created. We sacrifice our lineage identity and understanding of our own philosophy for validation and acceptance from those who do not sacrifice their unique lineage identities, no matter where they’ve settled. In the minds of many Black Americans, it makes sense for them to ignore Rootwork since our spirituality is often seen as intellectually, culturally, and spiritually lacking because of its flexibility, apparent simplicity, and nonbureaucratic nature.

So, what values might be considered fundamental to the philosophy of American Conjure? I can think of five:


1. Freedom: No one has the absolute right to determine how an individual should connect with nature or serve God.

2. Universal power: Everything in the universe has the power to harm, to heal, or both.

3. Exclusivity: A practitioner’s most sacred knowledge or powerful tools are reserved for worthy family members or their most trusted students/initiates.

4. Matrifocality: Spiritually insightful, wise, experienced older women with a long record of proven service to others are revered and believed to be the spiritual backbone and moral guide of their communities.

5. Miracle summoning: It is believed that unpleasant outcomes may be changed with a victory-focused mind-set coupled with the right supplications, remedies, sacrifices, prayers, or rituals.



This list is by no means meant to be a final say on the matter, and I encourage each practitioner to reflect on their philosophical approach to Rootwork.
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The Three Sacred Circles



The Medicine Wheel, the Kongo Cosmogram, and Eternal Love
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The Kongo cosmogram

MiddleOfAfrica, CC BY-SA 4.0

There are many practitioners of Hoodoo who utilize circle and cross imagery in their workings. This imagery is usually used to designate an object or area as particularly sacred or to remind all those who see it of the cyclical nature of life. This is not a surprise, because all the cultures that have significantly influenced Rootwork have an affinity for sacred circles, be it the medicine wheel, the Kongo cosmogram, or the variations of European ringed crosses. The medicine wheel and the Kongo cosmogram are both circles divided into quadrants, flow counterclockwise, and are representations of how these cultures perceive the structure of the universe; each quadrant is associated with seasons of the year, elements, aspects of the cycle of life, and the physical vs. spiritual worlds. Indigenous Americans had counterclockwise circle dances that included stomping, clapping, singing, and shouting and so did Africans.
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The medicine wheel

Littlejohn657, CC BY-SA 4.0, with text added by the author

Many people who find themselves stunned by the similarities between the medicine wheel and the Kongo cosmogram attempt to understand how they became so much alike. The most common theories are that Africans influenced American Indians, or it’s all just a coincidence.

The late historian Jack Forbes might have offered a third scenario: Indigenous Americans may have influenced Africans. He stated the following in his book, Africans and Native Americans:

The fact of a relatively small but steady American presence in Africa from at least the early 1500s onward may well prove to be a vital area for future research, since one would expect to find Native American cultural influences in regions such as Angola-Zaire and Ghana-Guinea-Cape Verde especially. It is of course, interesting to note that some Africans were already exposed to American cultural influences before leaving Africa.
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