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Where it all began

The roots of Tarot go back farther than what many people have been lead to 
believe. 

Like many other things steeped in occult tradition, there is a lot of 
misinformation, misunderstanding and sometimes even out right fabrications 
as it concerns the origin, and use of Tarot cards.

Because there is so much that is unknown or kept secret about Tarot it  is easy 
for those misconceptions to continue; people unknowingly passing myths and 
untruths down the generations.

The history of Tarot is an important part of your journey because when you 
connect in with the past, you can understand the present in a more intimate 
way. 



Tang Dynasty Playing Card
618 AD to 907 AD 

 
The earliest form of playing cards date all the way back to the Tang 
Dynasty of 618 AD to 907 AD these early versions of playing cards were 
filled with cultural references and myths that were relevant in their day.

Many historians believe that these cards, though they were used for 
games were the predecessors of Tarot. There are legends that say the 
concubines in the emperor's court would entertain themselves with using 
the cards to divine the futures for themselves and other important 
personages in the royal house.



Over time the traders of Asia brought the cards 
to the Islamic countries of the Middle East as 
well as to Egypt. Several historians believe that 
it was the Mamluk Empire of Egypt that 
created a set of playing cards with four suits 
similar to the ones we see in modern playing 
cards as well as Tarot.

These were the 
Cups, Polo Sticks, Coins and finally swords. 
Moving forward, once again thanks to traders 
and merchants we see the cards continue their 
journey. It’s thought that approximately in the 
1370’s the Egyptian cards conceived by the 
Mamluk aristocracy made their way into 
Europe. 

The Mamluk Empire 



Visconti Sforza Tarocchi

The Tarocchi Players
Fresco in the Casa Borromeo, Milan, Italy

15th Century

Later in 1440 the earliest example of Tarot 
cards was to surface in the same structure that 
we are familiar with today. 

During the Italian renaissance came the 
emergence of the Tarot consisting of the 78 
cards segmented into the Major and Minor 
Arcana are the earliest on record known by 
modern historians to date. 

It is worth noting that one of most famous 
decks from that point in history was owned by 
the very wealthy Duke of Milan in Italy. He 
commissioned what is known as the Visconti 
Sforza Tarocchi cards. 



King Edward the 4th

1450 - 1500 The church outlaws the use of 
playing cards and dice

In the 15th century King Edward the 4th of 
England prohibited the importation of Tarot 
cards into England. 

In 1589 The Spanish Inquisition visits Venice 
deeming Tarot a form of witchcraft





Knave of Coins

Knave of coins from the 
oldest known European 
deck (c.1390–1410).

Page of Coins
Page of coins as illustrated 
by Pamela Coleman Smith 
in the Rider - Waite - Smith 
deck 1909



Visconti-Sforza 
tarot

Tarot De Marseille Rider Waite Smith 
Tarot 



Visconti-Sforza 
tarot

Rider Waite Smith 
Tarot 

The Siran Starseed 
Tarot 



Review

Important Dates

● 618 AD to 907 AD 
Earliest form of playing 
cards from the Tang 
Dynasty 

● 1370’s Playing Cards 
emerge in Europe

● 1440’s Earliest form of 
Tarot cards Visconti 
Sforza Tarocchi  

● Card games, dice and 
gambling become 
illegal in the 1500’s

Key Concepts

Much of the reason that 
Tarot has earned such an 
infamous reputation is 
because of the perception 
that it was a form of 
witchcraft.  

The Spanish Inquisition 
relegated all things 
related to vice and 
especially of an occult 
nature  to works of evil.

Nonetheless, Tarot persisted 
despite the efforts to 
suppress it. 

People from all over the 
world and throughout 
history are attracted to 
Tarot because it offers a 
way to connect to deeper 
parts of self as well as 
another way to access the 
guidance of the divine.




