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To the parents who are ready to raise the generation that will change the world.

—BMCH

To all the abuelas and birthing people in my family.

Our stories continue through your seeds.

Thank you for your wisdom and love.

—KR
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WELCOME

welcome to Tarot for Pregnancy, a companion for radical, magical birthing folks. I’m elated that you have found your way to this book.

I am a full-spectrum doula, tarot reader, poet, photographer, mother, partner, aunt, and friend. I am of Scottish, Irish, Welsh, and American settler descent, and I grew up on unceded Anishinabewaki land in so-called Belleville, Michigan. My magical practice is rooted in both the attempt to heal and reckon with the harm of my more immediate ancestors, while also reaching back to the pre–Christian Inquisition pagan traditions of my more ancient ancestors. So, while this book may mention or refer to traditional practices from other Indigenous peoples, African diasporic cultures, East Asian Indigenous traditions, and so on, those are not cultures I belong to nor the lens through which I can teach. The tarot itself is not only a pagan European practice (as you will soon read, the “History of Tarot” chapter by Sanyu Estelle Nagenda delves deeper into this history for edification and clarification).

I am not a decades-long expert on either witchcraft or pregnancy and birth (at least not at the time of writing this book). If you were hoping for guidance from someone whose wisdom comes from an impressive number of years, put into this lifetime alone, then you’ll likely be disappointed here. I am simply someone who is a voracious, insatiable student of birth, a witch finding her way back to what spirituality looked like for her ancestors before Christianity, and one who has a particular knack for connecting what the two topics of pregnancy and spirituality have to do with one another.


“I have a lot to learn. I have a lot to share.”

—Chetna Mehta, creative wellness facilitator and artistI



Since the first time I found out I was pregnant, the investigator in me was awakened. Even when I was just a pregnant person with no intentions of entering this field, I treated that experience like I was getting a PhD in pregnancy and birth—researching the root of things, and then the root of that root, and the root of that root and so on. To be clear, I do not have an actual PhD in anything.

In this book, you won’t necessarily find a culmination of all that I’ve learned, because that type of scholarly literature is and has been led by Black birth workersII leading the reproductive justiceIII movement for decades. But I am constantly rooting my own work back into theirs, honoring how magic and pregnancy and birth intersect and intertwine, and how all can be enhanced by integration.IV

I want pregnant folks, or trying-to-become-pregnant folks, to consult this guide and be shaken by the shoulders with this message: Your intuition holds valid weight; it is powerful and should always be consulted when you make your choices during pregnancy and birth. I believe when tarot is used as a tool for introspection and spiritual connection, it has the ability to reignite your intuition’s flame and can assist in deciphering what’s “intuition” and what is fear-based thinking instilled by the overculture.

Tarot can be enlightening; it can be reassuring. And I want you to enjoy the process, but also, I want you to see where connecting to our ancient wisdom is the greatest gift we can give ourselves as pregnant, birthing beings.

I want pregnant folks or trying-to-become-pregnant folks to consult this guide and be confronted with another message, too—that choosing to have children is choosing to continue your ancestral legacy. Do you like what you’ll be passing on? Are you even aware of what you’ll be passing on? What do you need to heal or dismantle in yourself so that you aren’t passing it on to the next generation?

Over the years of building a relationship with my tarot decks, I have learned that the cards are a proven confidant who will not bullshit you. Sometimes they are rude as hell and hurt your feelings. They can be a bitter, necessary medicine from your guides who want what’s best for your soul’s growth, comfort be damned. Or the cards can be the bolstering, loving embrace of the ancestors who are proud of you. It is my firm belief that there is a place for both kinds of self-reflections in the movement toward improving birth outcomes in the United States.

I also want folks consulting this book to be routinely reminded of and rooted back into how magical and capable your body is, no matter your intersectionV of abilities and identities. I am still going to argue that for you to be here reading this book, you and the vessel in which you plan to grow a human are magical. You are embarking on the alchemy of cell division. You are the magician alchemizing your creative fire, nutrients from the Earth, water, and your very breath into a new human.

Tell me that’s not magic by its most basic definition.

Unfortunately, this world, as it is right now, will likely try to instill fear and self-doubt in you at some point in your journey. The white-supremacist, capitalist, ableist patriarchy is deeply woven into the foundational fabric of the medical industrial complex, where most pregnant people will birth in the United States. So, I hope that you’ll let this guide be a continuous reminder of the truth of your magic, the validity of your intuition, and the innate dependability of your body’s physiology.


	
I. Find Chetna online at mosaiceyeunfolding.com and on social media @mosaiceye.

	
II. The works of Loretta Ross, Dorothy Parker, Chanel Porchia-Albert, Shafia Monroe, Racha Tahani Lawler, Margaret Charles Smith, and Stephanie Mitchell come to mind, to name a few.

	
III. Reproductive justice is a term that marries reproductive rights and social justice defined by Loretta Ross as “a framework created by activist women of color to address how race, gender, class, ability, nationality, and sexuality intersect.” It was first coined in 1994 by a group of Black women called Women of African Descent for Reproductive Justice.

	
IV. Honoring that in precolonial cultures, spirituality and birth were never separate, what I’m talking about in this book isn’t revolutionary, it’s remembering, for some reclaiming, and for others, like myself, repair.

	
V. The concept of intersectionality was coined in 1989 by professor Kimberlé Crenshaw to describe how race, class, gender, and other individual characteristics “intersect,” compounding oppressions and adding nuance to the experiences of folks who exist in identities that have been marginalized by the white-supremacist patriarchy.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is organized by Minor Arcana first, then the Embodiments (Court Cards), and then lastly the Soul Archetypes (the Major Arcana). This arrangement is because the aces through tens of the Minor Arcana correspond energetically and numerologically with the months of pregnancy from conception to birth, so I wanted them to be first for anyone reading along with their same month of pregnancy.

However, I advise reading the book in its entirety first, so you can know what’s ahead and what to plan for, particularly in regard to birth. And then you can read the Minor Arcana one month at a time to know what’s going on physically, energetically, and emotionally in the immediate moment, as in other pregnancy guides.

Then, of course, you can consult this book in readings you do for yourself to gain insight and clarity on your parenthood path. If you are a tarot reader who has a hard time interpreting the cards for pregnant people, I hope this guide is of service to you and the folks you serve.

The book itself can be used as a means of divination through the bibliomancy method of divination—meaning you can ground yourself, take a deep breath, close your eyes, and choose a page at random, trusting that it will hold the medicine needed for you in that moment.

You can also just read for your curiosity. I’m a believer that the things that interest you are the things for you, so if you jump around reading only what grabs your attention, trust that too.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Below are terms and phrases that pertain to physiology, medical procedures, magic, tarot, culture, and more that you will find in this book or that I think you should know as a pregnant or planning-on-becoming-pregnant person. Each term or phrase is followed by a definition of what I personally mean when I use that term or phrase. However, I encourage further self-guided research on each topic that intrigues you.


	adrenaline:

	the hormone emitted when fear is introduced and a fight-or-flight response is initiated, causing blood to rush to the arms and legs instead of to vital organs or to the baby.

	anti-capitalism:

	recognition that the demands of keeping up with capitalism in order to obtain a secure livelihood are ableist, racist, sexist, and ageist; recognition that we should therefore be striving for a better way that works for and is safe for everyone, a way that doesn’t equate our human worth with that of our productive value.

	antiracism:

	“In a racist society, it is not enough to be non-racist, we must be antiracist.” —Angela Y. Davis; a verb, a way of life that is in active, perpetual opposition of racism on a systemic and personal level.

	archetype:

	a collectively inherited unconscious idea, pattern of thought, or image that is universally present, in individual psyches and represented in the Major Arcana of the tarot.

	birth center:

	a true birth center is a space not affiliated with a hospital but may have a few more amenities than birthing at home. Access to medical interventions vary by birth center, but in general they do not perform surgical birth. At a birth center, births may be attended by both CNMs and/or CPMs.

	
bodyfeeding:

	feeding a baby from one’s own body. A gender-inclusive term for breastfeeding or chestfeeding.

	Cesarean birth:

	a surgical birth, the surgical removal of the baby through an incision in the abdomen. A nonemergency Cesarean will be done with just local epidural anesthesia while the birthing person is awake; an emergency Cesarean will likely be done under general anesthesia while the birthing person is asleep. It is rumored to go by this name because Julius Caesar was born this way, but like many aspects of Roman culture, much of their technologies were stolen from the continents they invaded and colonized, in this case Africa. Some of the earliest documentation of surgical birth was performed by Indigenous healers in Kahura, Uganda.

	CNM:

	a certified nurse midwife, trained within the medical system as a nurse first and then given specialized training in labor and childbirth; usually attends births only at hospitals or hospital-affiliated birth centers; and are sometimes more open to utilizing modern/Western medicine interventions during birth, compared to traditional midwives, if the birthing person consents.

	cortisol:

	the hormone produced when the body needs to respond to stress. There is some research showing that a cortisol signal from the baby to the pregnant person is what lets the body know that the baby is ready to be born and initiates the start of labor, which may be an explanation of why stress is a risk factor for preterm labor.

	Court Cards:

	traditionally, these are the pages, knights, queens, and kings representing each suit, and their energy is easily connectable with embodied human archetypes, so for the purposes of this guide, I prefer to refer to them as “the Embodiments.”

	CPM:

	a certified professional midwife; usually attends births out of hospital at a birthing person’s home or in a birth center. CPMs in many states are licensed to carry medicine and are more open to utilizing modern medicine methods during birth if the birthing person consents.

	cultural appropriation:

	an arm of white supremacy wherein people with white-skin privilege take free license to borrow from and/or profit off cultural practices that are not their own; often cultural practices for which white supremacy historically persecuted people of those cultures for practicing; contributes to the continued erasure of the original cultures those practices were from. Cultural appropriation is highly present in the world of birth work and spirituality in the form of widespread use of cultural practices such as Blessingway ceremonies held by non-Indigenous people, use of rebozos during labor by people not of Mesoamerican descent, burning of sage and palo santo by folks who are not of the Indigenous cultures in which those plant medicines are ancestrally rooted, etc.

	doula:

	a nonmedical professional companion throughout pregnancy and birth who provides educational, emotional, and physical support to the birthing person and advocates for the birthing person. (Note: Advocacy might not necessarily be included in every doula’s definition of what role a doula should play, especially if they obtained their training through one of the more formal programs available throughout the doula training industrial complex.)

	free birth:

	planning and preparing for a birth at home without the attendance of a midwife or any other kind of medical professional.

	full-spectrum doula:

	a professional companion for all phases of the reproductive journey from abortion, pregnancy, miscarriage, stillbirth, birth, and postpartum.

	home birth:

	planning and preparing for a birth within your own home attended by a CPM.

	hospital birth:

	planning and preparing for leaving the home and going to a hospital for labor and birth. I prefer to refer to this birthing place as an “out-of-home” birth.

	informed consent:

	permission granted in the full knowledge of the possible consequences, typically that which is given by a patient to a doctor for treatment with full knowledge of the possible risks and benefits.

	lunar energy:

	present in all humans regardless of gender identity or genitals; lunar energy is the part of us that is receptive, intuitive, empathetic, wise, nurturing, and emotionally strong, grounded, creative. Lunar energy is mysterious, fluid, and unknown. It is also the part of us that exercises passive-aggressiveness or manipulation. (Note: Traditionally you’ll see solar and lunar energy labeled as “masculine” and “feminine” energy respectively, which is a duality and balance or imbalance frequently referred to in the tarot. I choose not to use that language not only because of its adherence to the outdated gender binary and therefore inadvertent reinforcement of gender-based stereotypes, but also because the solar-lunar duality is more expansive and explanatory of the actual duality this language is trying to represent).

	magic(k):

	exercising your influence over the subtle, invisible energies of the world; the etymology of the word magic has roots in the phrase “be able.”

	Major Arcana:

	twenty-two archetypes that make up the tarot, representing the universal, bigger-picture themes of life.

	medical induction:

	the artificial starting of labor either manually by conducting a membrane sweep or by inserting a Foley balloon (inserted into the cervix, then inflated to slowly dilate the cervix), administering the drug Cervidil (dinoprostone) vaginally, or by the introduction of Pitocin (the artificial form of oxytocin administered through IV fluids).

	medical-industrial complex:

	a term coined by Barbara and John Ehrenreich describing the network of corporations that supply health care services and products for a profit and the implications on the health care we receive in a for-profit health care system.

	midwife:

	a medical professional educated and trained in normal physiologic birth, who is qualified to attend low-risk births. They are equipped with many medical resources in the event of interventions becoming necessary during a birth, but they are not equipped with all medical resources and are not qualified to perform surgical birth.

	Minor Arcana:

	the cards of the tarot organized by four suits (wands, cups, swords, and pentacles), ace through ten. The energies of these archetypes represent the smaller-scale, everyday minutiae of life. For the purposes of this book, I align each Minor Arcana card with the correlating number of months along in pregnancy.

	OB:

	an obstetrician, someone educated and trained in surgical birth, qualified to attend high-risk births, not trained in the hormonal or physical requirements of normal physiologic birth.

	oxytocin:

	the hormone present when we feel good, comfortable, and happy; present in its most concentrated amounts during orgasm. The necessary hormone present in our bodies for the start and continuation of labor and birth, oxytocin regulates the intensity and frequency of contractions, and in unmedicated births it helps with coping with the pain of labor. Oxytocin is interrupted and sometimes halted by the hormone adrenaline. It is the necessary hormone for allowing a letdown of milk during bodyfeeding.

	parenthood path/parenthood journey:

	refers to the whole spectrum of pregnancy, birth, postpartum, and parenting phases of life.

	patriarchy:

	the assumption of cisgender men as dominant over women, trans folks, and nonbinary folks; a false but (consciously or subconsciously) widely accepted way of thinking that has reigned dominant for the past several centuries.

	pregnant/birthing folks or pregnant person:

	inclusive terms that recognize and honor that not all people with uteruses who will become pregnant are women.

	shadow work:

	the “shadow” is a concept introduced by psychologist Carl Jung referring to the unconscious or unseen parts of ourselves that influence our biases, actions, and decisions; shadow work takes steps or enacts practices to delve into your shadow and make the unconscious conscious so that you may heal any past traumas or conditioning that might be holding unwanted influence over you.

	solar energy:

	present in all humans regardless of gender identity or genitals; solar energy is the part of us that exercises assertiveness, action, practicality, protectiveness, and physical strength. Solar energy is clear and obvious. It is also the part of us that exercises violence, unhealthy control, pride, and corruption. (Note: Traditionally you’ll see solar and lunar energy labeled as “masculine” and “feminine” energy respectively, which is a duality and balance or imbalance frequently referred to in the tarot. I choose not to use that language not only because of its adherence to the outdated gender binary and therefore inadvertent reinforcement of gender-based stereotypes, but also because the solar-lunar duality is more expansive and explanatory of the actual duality this language is trying to represent.)

	spell:

	a tangible way of practicing magic with the intention of influencing a certain outcome.

	spiritual bypassing:

	a form of gaslighting wherein the offending person tries to side-step responsibility and reality by way of using spiritual ideas for dismissal of the offended person’s lived experience (e.g., someone is accused of causing racist harm and they reply, “I’m not racist, I believe we’re all one”). It also comes in the form of toxic positivity rampant in the spiritual world where a person is encouraged to remain incessantly positive despite the harsh realities of the world; avoids processing or dealing with anything difficult or “negative.”

	tarot:

	an ancient deck of cards depicting images of archetypes that apply to everyday experiences of life, often used for divination, self-reflection, or communication with ancestors, spirit guides, etc. Divided up into the Major arcana, the Minor arcana, and the Court Cards.

	TOLAC/VBAC:

	trial of labor after Cesarean (TOLAC) is a planned or attempted vaginal birth after Cesarean (VBAC).

	traditional midwife:

	attends births in an out-of-hospital setting and chooses not to utilize any medical advancements at all during prenatal care or birth, relying solely on the dependability of ancient technologies and trust of the body’s physiological process during gestation and birth.

	unmedicated birth:

	no drugs or medical interventions introduced during labor and birth at all.

	vaginal birth:

	uterine contractions cause cervical dilation (widening) and effacement (softening and thinning), which makes way for the baby being born by being squeezed through the fully dilated cervix and vaginal canal through a series of cardinal movements. This helps express the fluid out of the baby’s ears and causes the production of catecholamines. Dopamine, adrenaline, epinephrine, etc. are all catecholamines that occur in response to certain stressors; they are present in fetal lung fluid to promote lung maturation at the culmination of birth. Catecholamines are necessary for the reabsorption of fluid into the baby’s lungs and responsible for the release of the surfactant that will line the baby’s lungs once they have inflated after birth.

	white supremacy:

	the assumption of whiteness as default; whiteness as nonracialized while everyone else is “other”; the assertion that people with white skin are smarter, better, or more advanced than people with any other skin color, but primarily most systemically and socially detrimental to people racialized as Black. White supremacy presents an imbalanced power dynamic to every aspect of our current overculture: health care of any kind, education, law enforcement, etc. A false but (consciously and subconsciously) widely accepted way of thinking that has reigned dominant for the past several centuries.

	witch:

	someone who practices magic of any kind.
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Too often we dive into adopting a spiritual practice before we even look into its cultural origins, understand its roots, or examine where we stand historically in relation with that practice. This can lead to appropriation of practices we culturally have no right to access or utilize, and it can also make us miss or ignore spiritual practices that are in alignment with our cultural heritage (and therefore more potent and useful for us specifically) simply because we aren’t getting to the root of things to find them.

Knowing where any spiritual practice comes from is the first step in practicing it in right relationship, and when it comes to magic, integrity is everything. Tarot and cartomancy seems to be one of those spiritual practices that many different cultures historically had a hand in creating, and yet their history is still primarily told from the Anglo-European lens. Sanyu Estelle Nagenda offers the most in-depth compilation of all that was involved in the inception of cartomancy that I’ve personally ever come across.
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THE HISTORY [MYSTERY] OF TAROT

BY SANYU ESTELLE NAGENDA, “THE WORD WITCH”

There are many texts from over centuries, countries, and continents that speak to the history of the tarot, particularly from the time it cropped up in Europe in the 1400s. I will reiterate some of that information here, as well as offer insight into the etymology of the word tarot and tarocchi.

What I will add to this conversation is a more cohesive narrative of the lineage of the tarot itself—not from a mystical perspective, but rather from a geographical, cultural, and sociological perspective. Let us call it the mundane and mystical perspective, as the journey the tarot took to become what we appreciate it as now is quite a fool’s journey all on its own.

The word, practice, game, and concept of tarot officially entered into the English language in the 1590s. It was adapted from French of the same spelling and translated from the Old Italian word tarocchi,I which itself came from the singular toroccareII and officially emerged (as the word we now associate with the divination tool) into the Italian language in the early 1500s.

Tarocchi cards emerged from somewhere within the regions of Milan, Ferrara, and Bologna, Italy (though they have been attributed as far as Florence), sometime in the 1420s. There is uncertainty as to whether tarot first emerged strictly as a card game or whether it was also initially used for divinatory readings.

That being said, the first known mentions of it are from legal documents that cite the complaints and testimony of friars and other clergymen from as early as 1450. Saint Bernardino of Siena said, “Various figures are painted… which figures show forth the mysteries of evil,”III while a Franciscan friar in Umbria preached a sermon stating, “There is nothing so hateful to God as the game of trumps [see page 14]. For everything that is base in the eyes of the Christian faith is seen in trumps.”IV

If this was simply a card game that was considered unchristian or licentious because of its relationship to gambling, I don’t know that there would be so much focus on the figures outside of the Devil card, which incited much anger among clergymen. But it seemed commonly known, even among its antagonists, that there was something about tarot cards that wasn’t of the same ordinance as the Christian faith.

Tarot cards were not the first cards to be banned by the papacy and the papal states. As playing cards were not indigenous to Europe, they made their way across the various provinces, states, and countries over century-long periods. Each country added something of its own to playing cards as well as inventing their own games and usage of the cards, which then made their way around Europe through travel and trade yet again.

What distinguishes tarot from playing cards is the addition of the Major Arcana, originally called “triumphs” cards before being shortened to “trumps” cards, as well as the option of the fourth Court Card within the Minor Arcana, originally called the suit cards, which typically consists of a page, knight, queen, and king. Originally playing cards had only three Court Cards and they were typically male figures: deputy, lieutenant, knight, or knave; second deputy, second lieutenant, jack, or squire; and king.

The first time playing cards were documented as being banned in Europe was almost one hundred years prior to the banning of tarot cards. In 1367 there was an injunction against gambling with playing cards in the Canton of Bern. This was followed by injunctions across Europe: Florence in 1376, Germany in 1378, Marseilles in 1381, and Paris and the city of Ulm, Germany, in 1397.

The first two European countries to be introduced to playing cards were Spain and Italy. It was unclear where it was introduced first, but there are claims that the first words for playing cards came from Spanish, which itself came from Arabic, so there is reason to think Spain was made familiar with playing cards before Italy,V particularly as various proportions of Spain had been colonized by the Moors from 700 to 1600.

In the Levant—the lands east of the Mediterranean Sea—during the 600s, then called Arabia, the Prophet Muhammad died in 632. Right after this, the first caliphate (“the political-religious state comprising the Muslim community and the lands and peoples under its dominion in the centuries following the death of the Prophet Muhammad”VI) took power.

From this point on, the Byzantine Empire northeast of the Levant called all people practicing Islam Saracens, which took in Northern Europe, whereas northwest of the Levant in the Mediterranean, the blanket term for practitioners of Islam became Moors (blackamoors and white Moors). There are, of course, many ethnic and cultural distinctions among the Muslims covered referred to by the terms Saracen and Moor.

The word Moor comes from the Latin word Maurus and was originally, literally, “inhabitant of Mauretania.” Even the Latin was taken from the Greek maurós, which was a cognate for black. At the time, it was used to describe the Berbers and other African peoples from the ancient Roman colony of Mauretania in what is now Northern Algeria and Morocco. It came to be the blanket term for all the Muslims who ruled Spain, Europeans of African descent, and anybody who was darker skinned.

The word Saracen comes from the late Latin word Saracenus, which came from Greek Sarakenos and was itself taken from Arabic sharquiyin for “eastern” or “east.”VII However, during medieval times prior to the Renaissance, the name was associated with Sarah from the Bible. That is why the Byzantines as well as the Crusaders regularly referred to practitioners of Islam as Saracens.

The earliest reference to playing cards or dominoes, which are represented by the same character in Mandarin Chinese, is from tenth-century Chinese literature. There are no surviving descriptions of the game play or images of the game pieces.VIII The oldest surviving playing cards in the world date from between the eleventh and fifteenth century and are believed to come from al-Fustat,IX the earliest Arab and Muslim settlement in Egypt as well as the site of the first mosque in Egypt.

Playing cards and the paper that allowed their construction made their way from China by way of the Silk Road, via boats and trade routes, through Africa Major, Asia Minor, the “Middle East,” and the Southwest Asian/North African region. Within two centuries playing cards had traveled from China all the way to Egypt where the two oldest remaining playing cards in the world are from.

What is believed to be the oldest of these cards is the de Unger fragment(s) said to be from al-Fustat, and which are now items in the Keir Collection of Islamic Art. The second oldest remaining playing cards are the Mamluk cards said to be from the 1500s, which are located at the Topkapi Palace Museum in Istanbul.

Mamluk cards are the foundation of the playing cards we commonly use today in most anglophone cultures. They are also the foundation of the Minor Arcana within the tarot deck with only minor variation from its earliest known design. Mamluk cards are attributed to the Mamluk Sultanate, who ruled Egypt (and eventually Syria) between 1250 and 1517 before being overthrown by the Ottoman Empire.

While it is unclear if playing cards appeared first in Spain or Italy, what we do know is that playing cards made their way to Europe through Egypt, either through Spain or the Moors, who ruled various parts until the fall of Granada, or through the Mamluk Sultanate, who established vigilantly watched trade routes with various European rulers including the Andalusian Muslims of what we today call Spain.

What seems clear is that regardless of however long the Muslim world was playing cards, they did not produce or share the playing cards that became the predecessor of today’s card games with Europe until the Mamluk Sultante had been in power for at least one hundred years. Once the Mamluk cards spread across Europe, all other European card derivations came from it.

So, who were the Mamluks and why were they so influential? The answer is complex and deeply steeped in crosscultural relations. Ultimately, the Mamluks were a special caste of peoples within Muslim states who had been a staple and designated class of the enslaved since the rise of the first caliphate. Back then the first Muslims formed the caliphate and spread the practice of Islam through conquest.

The word Mamluk itself means “owned” in Arabic and has long been used to describe the peoples that were most desired as enslaved peoples by the various Sunni Muslim states of the time, first called caliphates and then, eventually, sultanates. These enslaved peoples were primarily from the Black Sea region, namely the Balkans, the former state of Circassia, as well as around the Caspian Sea.

By the time this enslavement route was well underway, most people who were enslaved were of Kipchak Turkic origin, with a second large wave of the enslaved peoples being specifically of Circassian heritage from at least the mid-fourteenth century onward because the Kipchak Turks had basically been enslaved into extinction.X

Turkic peoples of this time and these regions were sometimes Muslim, often pagan, not culturally and linguistically Arab, and even when they were Muslim not necessarily the same sect of Muslim (which at the time were Sunni). Regardless, the enslaved were always converted to the faiths and practices of their enslavers as well as trained in the roles they were purchased to hold.

During the eleventh through about the sixteenth century, it seems both Muslim and European people of means preferred servants and enslaved people of lighter skin for different reasons. In the caliphates and sultanates, it was because of the value of the people from the aforementioned regions as both trained soldiers and for harems, whereas in Europe there was always attention on pigmentation down to the differentiation between “blackamoors” and “white Moors” even though among themselves the Moors shared a faith and had their own caste system that ranked their demographics differently.

During medieval times in Europe, many indentured peoples came from Europe’s own native peasantry. There were laws within the Byzantine Empire and the caliphates that natives of their regions could not be enslaved. So, while Western and Central Europeans could call upon their own populace to do servant work, the Byzantine Empire and the caliphates had to source their enslaved populations from outside their own citizenry. In the Byzantine Empire, that meant Muslims, “pagans” (peoples who were not Catholic or Jewish) from Eastern Europe, and Africans who practiced indigenous traditions that weren’t Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. For the caliphates that meant Catholics, pagans from Eastern Europe, non-Arab Africans who practiced indigenous traditions that weren’t Judaism, Christianity, or Islam, and even some minority Muslim groups from outside the caliphate such as from the Balkans.

Western Europe, being in the middle of all this trading and playing both sides, carried out an enslavement trade of demand in addition to pulling their own servants from their native peasant populations. They played both the Byzantine Empire and the Caliphate to great effect:


The trade routes of African slaves ran from the sub-Sahara and East Africa to the Mediterranean South (trans-Saharan routes) and Near East (via the Persian Gulf); and of European slaves from Northeastern Europe to the Byzantine-Arab Mediterranean. The latter were called (in the Arabic of Andalusia) saqaliba, referring to their Slavic origin.XI



All this is to say that enslavement was alive and well around the Mediterranean and during medieval times. This was true of all three powers that ran that region during the medieval period: Latinized Europe, the Byzantine Empire, and the caliphates. It just so happens that both the Almohad and Ayyubid Dynasties preferred to enslave the Kipchak/Qipchaq peoples and Turkic people in general. This practice increased during the Crusades when the Almohad Empire spanned the whole of North Africa including Moorish Spain (as the Berber Muslim Empire), up until the middle of the thirteenth century. This did not include Egypt, which was run by the Ayyubid Sultanate (the Sunni Muslim Empire), which started with the reign of Kurdish General Saladin, who ruled Egypt from 1169 until the death of Al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb in 1249.

During the Ayyubid Sultanate’s rule of Egypt, every general from Saladin included the practice of importing Mamluk slaves and training them as soldiers who then made up the sultanate’s private armies. They provided them with forces that were not just religiously tied to their power like the militaries of all sultanates but also socially and economically invested in the success of Egypt, which protected and gave high status to the Mamluk. All Mamluk peoples did go through conversions to Islam, but their primary tutelage was in matters of state and of war, and they quickly rose in rank within the sultanate’s power system because they were so essential to the independence of Egypt during the Crusades.XII

In 1249 Al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb became gravely ill during a Crusades campaign and had to retreat into hiding. He died, but his Mamluk generals, soldiers, and wife devised a scheme so that nobody was aware of this. Unlike the Berber, Sunni, or Arab sultanates before them, the Mamluk did not pass down power through lineage or race. They gave rank to their most powerful members regardless of their class, lineage, or ethnicity. After Al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb’s death, his widow, Shajar al-Durr, was placed on the throne as the first and only woman sultan. This marked the end of the Ayyubid Sultanate and began the era of Mamluk rulership of Egypt.

There is evidence of European versions of Mamluk cards as early as 1367, and these cards had to travel far and wide enough to be used among all classes as well as become noticed by clergymen in multiple countries. Additionally, the oldest surviving playing cards that we know of are thought to have been found in al-Fostat in Egypt.

So, it is safe to assume that it was under the Egyptian Mamluk Sultanate and the climate created by them that Mamluk Cards started to be produced in earnest. They were not traditional leaders, and they made that clear by backing a woman sultan at what was arguably the most perilous time in establishing their rulership. This differentiates them from the Circassian Mamluk Sultanate:


There is universal agreement among historians that the Mamluk state reached its height under the Turkish sultans and then fell into a prolonged phase of decline under the Circassians. The principal achievements of the Turkish Mamluks lay in their expulsion of the remaining crusaders from the Levant and their rout of the Mongols in Palestine and Syria; they thereby earned the thanks of all Muslims for saving Arabic-Islamic civilization from destruction. It is doubtful, however, that such a goal figured in their plans; rather, as rulers of Egypt they were seeking to reconstitute the Egyptian Empire.XIII



By 1250 the Mamluk Sultanate had formally seized power, attempted to put a woman sultan on the throne who they could rule alongside, expelled all Crusaders from the entire Levant by mobilizing Mamluks of other sultanates, and sustained control of all Egypt and its port cities at the same period that the Mamluk cards not only emerged but spread.

Whether it was Mamluk sultan(s), generals, or traders who allowed Mamluk cards to be brought to Europe’s attention is unclear. What is known is that it was through nobility playing card games that their popularity spread and playing card games became common. At that time paper was expensive and playing cards were hand painted. This wouldn’t be something in the possession of someone who didn’t have some wealth or status, or who was not the creator of the cards.

Because the Mamluk Sultanate had successfully banned all Crusaders from the Levant, it was extremely taxing and dangerous for European people who were not traders or nobility to travel throughout the Muslim world. Europeans were uniformly discriminated against in court proceedings, traders were only sanctioned to visit certain trading posts, and nobility were on ever-shifting terms with both the caliphates and the sultanates.XIV

It seems very unlikely that it was the Crusaders who were responsible for bringing back playing cards at the rate it would take for playing cards to spread among nobility and become popular across all Europe. They were busy killing followers of Islam while also attempting to avoid being killed at every turn. That seems like a full-time job that doesn’t exactly allow for large-scale distribution of a foreign game played by Muslims.

That being acknowledged, once these cards made their way from Egypt across the Mediterranean sometime in the late 1200s, they quickly spread across Europe. Whether first through Spain or Italy, playing cards were probably brought by the Moors and/or through high-ranking generals, artisans, or traders from Egypt and other Muslim port cities. Perhaps nobility from the sultanates or Europe might also be responsible.

It is unclear how popular these games were among Muslim citizenry of the many sultanates, but as there are not a great deal of (popularly known or accessible) references to these cards in those regions at this time, nor many surviving specimens of these cards, it isn’t unwarranted to assume they were a pastime of the upper classes for at least a century.

Once these Mamluk cards changed cultures, they also changed in format. The nature of card games and playing cards transformed from border to border and country to country depending on what was relevant to the culture at the time. Regardless of being side by side, Spain, Italy, France, and Germany all changed the suits of their playing cards to better fit their preferences. Similarly, imagery that was not allowed under Muslim law was added to playing cards in Europe.XV Whereas in the original Mamluk cards there were only symbols, numbers, and titles, once playing cards reached Europe, queens (originally in German and French decks) and pages (originally women in French and Italian decks) were added to the standard playing card deck. This is how the Court Cards became four instead of three.

Originally the Mamluk deck consisted of four suits: scimitars, coins, cups, and polo sticks.XVI Within each of these suits there were ten numbered cards and three royal cards. In the Mamluk deck, those Court Cards were governors/kings, upper marshal/lieutenants (who became queens) and lower marshal/second lieutenants (who became knights, knaves, or pages depending on the region).

When playing cards became standardized in Italy—which I will focus on because that is where tarot cards emerged—they stopped substituting the queen for the lieutenant and just gave her a card of her own, thereby cementing the four–Court Card deck as a standard option of play even as three–Court Card decks remained. They also started drawing the Court Card images instead of just listing them as “King” or “Queen.” Italy then replaced the actual lieutenant card with the knight and alternated between making the second lieutenant either the Knave or the Page. As far as the suits go, they largely remained the same as the Mamluk deck, simply substituting swords for scimitars and batons for polo sticks. In Europe, the game of polo was not yet known, so Italians of the 1300s had to change the suit to something more relatable and commonly spoken of.

With the advancement of technology, playing cards became easier to manufacture. Stencils and stamps took over work originally made only by painters and artists. This allowed playing cards to trickle down from the nobility to the merchant and peasant populations, where it was both noticed and increasingly unappreciated by Roman Catholic clergymen as well as local religious institutions.

Thus, there were lawful complaints from as early as 1367 all the way through to 1450, at which point we know the tarot had already mysteriously emerged. The origins of this deck do seem to want to remain a mystery. As stated earlier, the birthplace of tarot is thought to be somewhere between Milan, Ferrara, and Bologna, even while Florence is still claiming to be its potential birthing place.

The unknown Franciscan friar referred to at the beginning of this chapter was in Umbria when he spoke on the utilis de ludo—the use of games. Umbria is not far from Ferrara, Bologna, or Florence, and so it seems likely that he was exposed regularly and regionally to what he then referred to as “the triumphs” (later “trumps”), which were considered to be a different game from just cards.XVII

By the early 1500s the “triumphs,” originally trionfi in Italian and later “the trumps” in English, were known as a twenty-two-picture card game that suddenly appeared in Central Italy. Originally intended to join the fifty-two or fifty-six suit cards as triumphs intended to “best” the other four suits in play, eventually the trumps were also played without the suit decks.

There are many, many books on how the original game of tarot was played as well as how both tarot and playing cards might have been used for divination, council, and as a means of observation from the very beginning of tarot’s emergence forward. I will not be going there in this chapter as that ground is well tread upon, but I’ll leave us with this.

When the triumphs cropped up in the early 1400s to combine with standard Italian playing cards and—together—create the tarot deck, most of the deck had already been through a long and fairly well documented journey.



While it is the Major Arcana, or the twenty-two trump cards, that distinguish a tarot deck from an Oracle deck or a deck of playing cards, the Minor Arcana are the majority of the tarot deck numbering fifty-six cards in total. That is 72 percent of the tarot deck. The Major Arcana certainly carries a lot of significance in esoteric and spiritual communities that practice tarot, but they are not more telling than the Minor Arcana when it comes to reading the cards and divining what is going on in your life or the life of friends, family, or clients. If a client gets all swords, wands, cups, and pentacles when being read by a tarot deck, that reading is no less a tarot reading simply because there are no Major Arcana involved. The Major and Minor Arcanas complete a system of observation, and both are necessary in the support of the other.

I find it fascinating that even though infinitely little is known about the Major Arcana and who brought them to the consciousness of Italians—before capturing the imagination of the French and the British (who added their own flourishes)—as a foundational twenty-two-card suit, so much more is known and documented about the Minor Arcana when one just goes back and does the digging. I would argue the lineages of the suit cards themselves boast all the qualities of the suit themes: swords (mind/air/relationship with self), cups (emotions/water/relationship with other), wands (personality/fire/relationship with groups), and pentacles (body/earth/relationship with environments).
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