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Introduction

Tarot does not become weaker when its history is told accurately. It becomes clearer. The cards do not need to be ancient Egyptian relics, fragments of a vanished priesthood or the remains of an unbroken secret teaching in order to matter. Their value does not depend on an origin they did not have. It depends on what happens when a person looks closely, thinks honestly and allows an image to interrupt the usual habits of mind.

That is the position from which this book begins. It asks neither automatic belief nor automatic dismissal. Both can prevent attention: one accepts too quickly, while the other refuses to look. Tarot deserves a better approach. It can be examined historically without being reduced to a historical curiosity and used symbolically without turning every interpretation into a supernatural claim. There is room between credulity and contempt. That room is where serious study begins.

This is not primarily a fortune-telling manual or a dictionary of card meanings. It is a foundation book. Book 1 explains where tarot came from, how the deck acquired its present structure, how later traditions changed it, and how readers can approach it with care. It also examines the workings of symbol, pattern, projection and intuition, because responsible reading requires more than memorised keywords. Book 2 will turn to the seventy-eight individual cards, giving each one the space required for its imagery, history, symbolism, upright and reversed possibilities, and use in context.

That division matters. It is tempting to begin with meanings because meanings appear to offer immediate access to the deck. Learn a few words, lay down several cards, and the practice seems to have begun. But a meaning detached from history, structure and context is easily mistaken for a fixed rule. Before studying what, each card may mean, it helps to understand what kind of object a tarot card is, which parts of its meaning are traditional, which were added later, and which arise in the meeting between an image, a question and a reader.

Tarot has often been caught between two inadequate accounts of itself. In one, it is dismissed as superstition or entertainment for the gullible. In the other, it is inflated into an ancient and nearly perfect system whose authority comes from a hidden past. The first account overlooks the genuine intellectual and reflective work that symbols can support. The second asks false history to provide the dignity that the cards are assumed to lack on their own.

Neither is necessary. Tarot is a human-made symbolic system with a traceable history and a remarkable capacity for adaptation. It has existed as a game, an art form, an occult framework, a method of divination and a tool for reflection. Those uses are not identical, and they did not appear at the same time. Understanding the differences does not drain the deck of mystery. It shows how much of tarot’s richness has come from human beings repeatedly looking at the same structure and finding new ways to think with it.

A tarot reading can focus attention without requiring the belief that the cards possess independent knowledge. The act of drawing and arranging images creates a pause. It places a question outside the mind in a visible form and may make a conflict, assumption or pattern easier to examine. This does not make every reading accurate. It does not turn intuition into proof. It simply recognises that symbolic images can help thought move where ordinary explanation has become repetitive or stuck. A tool does not need to be supernatural to be serious.

The historical beginning is more modest than the legends that later gathered around it. Tarot emerged as a card game in fifteenth-century northern Italy. Its association with divination came later, followed by occult systems that connected the cards with other bodies of symbolic and esoteric thought. These later developments became part of tarot’s history, but they were not its original purpose. The people, decks and ideas involved will be examined in the chapters ahead, in their proper sequence and with attention to what the evidence can support.

This history matters because tarot now carries several kinds of meaning at once. A claim about when a deck was made is a historical claim and can be tested against surviving evidence. A symbolic interpretation is an argument about what an image suggests within a particular tradition. A personal association belongs to the experience of the reader and may be useful without being universal. These forms of meaning can work together, but they should not be confused. Keeping them distinct allows the reader to remain open without treating every impression as fact.

This is why the book is called Tarot Without Myth. The phrase does not mean tarot without symbolism, imagination, spirituality or mystery. Myth can also be a serious form of story: a way cultures organise memory, value and human experience. The problem begins when a compelling story is presented as documented history. In this title, “without myth” means without false history—without asking invented antiquity to do the work that evidence, interpretation and experience should do for themselves.

The distinction protects rather than diminishes the subject. False history makes tarot fragile because one correction can seem to threaten the whole practice. Accurate history gives it firmer ground. The cards are not emptied when an unsupported origin story is removed. Their images remain. Their structure remains. The traditions built around them remain, as do the experiences of generations of readers. What changes is that the reader can see more precisely where each layer came from and decide how much authority to give it.

There is no contradiction in loving tarot and caring about accuracy. You can value a symbolic or spiritual practice while questioning the claims made on its behalf. You can recognise the force of an image without insisting that it carries one timeless message. You can take intuition seriously while remembering that intuition is interpreted by a human mind. Historical care and spiritual openness are not enemies unless either one is required to silence the other.

The chapters that follow therefore begin with origins rather than meanings. Part I traces tarot from Renaissance Italy through its life as a game, its changing imagery, the development of the Marseille tradition, the rise of Egyptian origin stories, the first systematic divinatory methods, and the occult movements that reshaped the deck. It then follows tarot into the influential modern traditions and the varied practices of the twenty-first century, separating evidence from claims that have been repeated so often they now appear self-evident.

The later parts of Book 1 ask how tarot works when it works well. They examine the card as an object, the role of symbol and projection, the difference between intuition and self-deception, the possibility of reading without magical thinking, and the ethical demands involved in reading for yourself or another person. They also address choosing and working with a deck, asking useful questions, constructing interpretations, and developing a practice that does not replace judgement with dependence. The aim is not to settle every philosophical question surrounding tarot. It is to give the reader sound distinctions and a structure strong enough to support further study.

Book 2 will build on that foundation by examining all seventy-eight cards individually. That is where the Major and Minor Arcana will receive detailed treatment. Keeping that work separate prevents the present book from rushing past the questions that determine how card meanings are understood in the first place. A reader who knows the history and structure of the deck is better equipped to recognise tradition, innovation and personal response when they meet inside a reading.

The promise of Tarot Without Myth is therefore a practical one. By the end of Book 1, you should understand how a Renaissance card game became a modern symbolic practice, why different tarot traditions do not always agree, and how to approach the cards without surrendering either imagination or judgement. You should also be able to tell the difference between what is historically documented, what belongs to an interpretive tradition, and what arises from your own encounter with an image.

Tarot becomes more useful when it no longer has to prove itself through exaggerated claims. It can stand on its actual history, its accumulated symbolism and the quality of attention brought to it. That leaves us with neither blind belief nor automatic dismissal, but with a cleaner way of looking.

To understand how that way of looking became possible, we must begin before tarot was used for divination, before its cards were called the Major and Minor Arcana, and before anyone claimed an ancient secret origin for them. We begin in the courts and cities of fifteenth-century northern Italy, where tarot first entered the historical record as a game.

PART I — HOW TAROT BECAME TAROT
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Chapter 1 — The Birth of Tarot in Renaissance Italy
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The first tarot cards were made to be played. They emerged in fifteenth-century Italy when card-makers added a new group of illustrated triumph cards to a pack whose basic structure was already familiar. That addition created a different game and, in time, the object now called tarot. The later history is long and complex, but the beginning is plain: four ordinary suits, joined by a new order of trumps.

To understand what changed, we have to begin with the cards already on European tables. Playing cards were a recent arrival. They appear in European records during the second half of the fourteenth century, and by 1377 they were established well enough to be prohibited, described and used as material for moral instruction. A Florentine ordinance from March of that year referred to a game called naibbe, while a Dominican friar writing in the region of Basel described cards as a new form of play. His account presents several possible packs, including one divided into four suits, each with numeral and court cards.

These records do not identify one point of entry or provide a complete route across the Mediterranean. They show something more limited but secure: by the 1370s, playing cards had appeared in several parts of Europe and were spreading quickly. The objects themselves rarely survived. Cheap cards were handled, bent, discarded and replaced; laws and account books have therefore preserved evidence that the cards could not.

The speed with which references appear is striking. A novelty still described as recent in one record was soon familiar enough to attract civic regulation elsewhere. That pattern makes it difficult to infer direction from dates alone. A prohibition tells us that officials had noticed a game, not that the city issuing the prohibition was the first place to receive it. The early documents mark a widening field of use rather than a clean route on a map.

The strongest candidate for the immediate precursor of the early southern European pack is the playing-card tradition of the Mamluk world. The resemblance is too close to ignore, but the route of transmission cannot be reconstructed step by step. Surviving Mamluk cards and fragments are difficult to date with precision, and the best-known near-complete pack in Istanbul is later than the first European references. Historians can identify a probable relationship without claiming an unbroken chain of surviving objects.

The Mamluk pack was divided into four suits: cups, coins, swords and polo sticks. Each suit contained numeral cards and ranked court cards identified by inscriptions rather than portraits. The surviving cards are richly ornamented with geometric, floral and calligraphic designs. It is safest to describe this as a feature of the surviving Mamluk playing-card tradition, rather than to explain it through a broad claim that Islamic art rejected human figures. Figural art existed in many Islamic settings; these cards followed a non-figural design convention of their own.

The relationship becomes visible in the Latin-suited packs that developed in Italy and the Iberian Peninsula. Cups, coins and swords remained recognisable. Polo sticks, drawn in a culture where polo was a courtly sport, became batons, staves or clubs in European hands. The correspondence among all four suits, together with the related terminology found around early cards, makes transmission through the Islamic Mediterranean the strongest explanation presently available. It is still an explanation built from comparison and scattered records, not a witnessed moment of exchange.

European card-makers did not preserve one imported design unchanged. They redrew the cards for local players, altered ranks and clothing, and experimented with suit signs. In Italy, the enduring pattern became cups, coins, swords and batons. The court cards were represented by human figures, commonly including kings, knights and lower attendants; queens appeared in many packs, though the exact composition varied by region and date. Long before tarot existed, playing cards had already become adaptable cultural objects.

The European pack was not yet governed by the international standard familiar today. French hearts, diamonds, clubs and spades had not displaced the many regional systems. German card-makers used signs such as bells, leaves, hearts and acorns; other luxury packs adopted animals, hunting equipment, heraldic devices or social ranks. Italian cards belonged to this period of experiment, but cups, coins, swords and batons proved durable. Tarot grew from that Italian branch of the wider playing-card family.

Within it, the suit cards performed two different tasks. The numeral cards repeated a suit emblem in increasing quantities, while the court cards placed people into a ranked social order. This combination of number and hierarchy was already present before the triumphs were added. Tarot’s inventors did not have to devise a complete visual grammar from nothing. They inherited a system that could represent both quantity and rank, then placed a stronger sequence above it.

That adaptability is central to tarot’s birth. Tarot did not replace the four-suited pack with an unrelated symbolic system. It kept the ordinary suits and extended them. The numbered cards, court figures and suit emblems remained part of the game. What made the new pack distinctive was the addition of illustrated cards with a special power in play.

Early Italian records called these cards trionfi, or triumphs, and packs containing them were described as naibi a trionfi or carte da trionfi. The later word “trump” grows from the same idea: one card triumphs over another. In mechanical terms, the innovation was elegant. The added cards formed a permanent trump suit that could defeat cards from the four ordinary suits. Their presence changed the hierarchy of the pack and created new strategic possibilities without requiring players to abandon the card structure they already knew.

This was more than an increase in the number of cards. It created a second order within the pack. A numeral or court card still belonged to cups, coins, swords or batons and gained its force within the rules governing those suits. A triumph belonged to a separate series and took its power from that status. The new cards therefore had to be recognised not only by image but also by relative rank. Players were learning an ordered visual sequence at the same time as they were learning when to use it.

The detailed rules varied and belong to the history of the game itself. For the origin of tarot, one point is enough. A familiar pack had acquired an additional order of cards whose rank came from their status as trumps. The images were therefore not placed beside the game as commentary or decoration. They were built into its mechanism. An Emperor or a Wheel mattered first because the card occupied a place within a playable hierarchy, not because a reader had assigned it a divinatory meaning.

Why were the new cards called triumphs? The word belonged naturally to Renaissance Italy. A Roman triumph was a public procession in which victory was displayed through an ordered movement of people, captives, objects and signs of power. Renaissance courts and cities revived and adapted triumphal forms for civic entries, dynastic celebrations, weddings, festivals and theatrical pageants. The idea of one figure or force overcoming another was familiar in public spectacle, literature and art.

The language worked especially well for a game because it joined image to action. A triumphal procession arranged figures so that power could be seen; a trump sequence arranged cards so that power could be played. In both cases, position mattered. The card that defeated another enacted the verb contained in the name. This does not tell us who selected the subjects or fixed their order, but it explains why trionfi could describe both the imagery and the rule that made the new cards distinctive.

Petrarch’s I Trionfi offered the most famous literary version of that structure. Written during the fourteenth century, the poem presents a sequence in which Love is overcome by Chastity, Chastity by Death, Death by Fame, Fame by Time, and Time by Eternity. Its allegorical processions were widely copied and illustrated, and its popularity overlapped with the period in which the new card game appeared. The resemblance has led several historians to treat Petrarch as an important source for the trumps.

The connection is persuasive at the level of cultural context, but direct dependence remains debated. No surviving statement from a designer says that the cards were based on Petrarch, and the tarot sequence does not reproduce the poem in a straightforward way. The poem may have supplied a conceptual model; it may also have been one expression of a wider triumphal language shared by literature, civic pageantry and visual art. The evidence supports kinship more securely than a single line of invention.

That wider visual language helps explain why the trump cards could carry complex images while remaining playable. Renaissance viewers lived among personifications, virtues, ranks, celestial signs and scenes of moral reversal. Such figures appeared in churches, civic buildings, manuscripts, wedding chests, frescoes, prints and public performances. Artists did not need to invent a private symbolic vocabulary for the cards. They could draw on images already circulating through the culture around them.

Nor was allegory confined to solemn religious instruction. The same culture placed moral figures beside dynastic emblems, classical subjects beside Christian ones, and learned references inside objects made for display or amusement. A game could be beautiful, intellectually alert and competitive at the same time. The presence of allegory therefore does not move the cards outside the category of play. It shows how readily Renaissance play could absorb the imagery of the culture that produced it.

This does not mean every player would have interpreted every card in the same way. Education, region, class and context shaped what a viewer recognised. Nor does it mean that the sequence had one authorised moral lesson. It means that the imagery belonged to the visible world of the Renaissance rather than to a concealed doctrine. The deeper interpretation of the individual figures and the order formed by the triumphs requires separate treatment. Here, their public legibility is the important point.

The invention did not leave behind a birth certificate. No document names a single creator, gives a date of invention or explains why the full set of images was chosen. There is no founding pack from which every later deck can be traced without interruption. Early tarot history has to be assembled from diary entries, court accounts, legal records, references to card-makers, surviving fragments and comparisons among objects that were not made to answer modern questions.

The earliest known written reference using the language of triumph cards comes from Florence. On 16 September 1440, Giusto Giusti, a notary and public official from Anghiari, recorded that he had given Sigismondo Pandolfo Malatesta a pack of naibi a trionfi. Giusti wrote that the cards had been made to order in Florence, decorated with Malatesta’s arms, and had cost four and a half ducats. The entry proves that named triumph packs were being produced in Florence by that date. It does not prove that Florence invented the game.

The distinction is important. The first surviving mention of an object is not necessarily the first time the object existed. A commissioned pack made in 1440 presupposes artists who knew what to make and a recipient expected to understand what he had been given. The game may have developed earlier, but the record does not allow a firm date. Florence now holds a stronger place in the early documentary history than older accounts of tarot often recognised, yet “earliest known reference” must not be turned into “certain birthplace.”

Ferrara provides the next firm body of evidence. In February 1442, the account books of the Este court record payments connected with packs of triumph cards. One entry concerns the painter Sagramoro and work on the suits and figures for several packs. Other entries from the same year record the purchase of triumph packs for members of the Este family. These are not later recollections. They are administrative traces left by people paying for the production and purchase of cards.

The Ferrarese records show that triumph packs could appear at more than one level of cost and finish. A court might commission painted cards while also purchasing packs through a merchant. That does not yet tell us how widely the game was played outside court circles, and it does not justify an imagined market scene in which cheap cards changed hands for a known price. It does show that by 1442 the form was established enough to involve painters, suppliers and repeat transactions.

Florence and Ferrara also reveal how misleading a search for one isolated birthplace can become. Giusti’s Florentine commission was made for the lord of Rimini. A Ferrarese account records cards sold by a merchant identified with Bologna. Courts exchanged gifts, artists moved between patrons, and merchants carried goods across political borders that were close on the map even when the cities were rivals. The early references describe a network in motion. They do not describe four sealed local traditions developing without contact.

Milan enters the story through a different kind of evidence. Its fifteenth-century courts are associated with the earliest surviving groups of tarot cards, and a slightly earlier, tarot-like experiment had been made for Duke Filippo Maria Visconti using classical gods and four unusual suits of birds. That lost game is known through a later description and should not be treated as a standard tarot pack. It does, however, show that the Milanese court was experimenting with expanded and allegorical card games in the decades around tarot’s emergence.

The surviving Milanese cards are more decisive, but their detailed patronage, heraldry, materials and workshop histories belong to the next chapter. For the present argument, they establish that triumph packs were being made in Lombardy during the early period. Their existence prevents the documentary sequence—Florence in 1440, Ferrara in 1442—from becoming a false claim that the game must have travelled in one neat direction. Different forms of evidence preserve different parts of the history.

Bologna also belongs to the early geography of tarot, though its evidence must be dated carefully. A Bolognese merchant appears in a 1442 Ferrarese account as the seller of triumph packs, which links Bologna to the trade without proving local invention. The earliest known reference to triumph cards within Bologna itself dates from 1459, in a record concerning stolen cards; later documents show card production and a durable local game. Bologna became one of tarot’s major regional centres, but the record does not place it on equal documentary footing with Florence in 1440 or Ferrara in 1442.

Taken together, the evidence points to a connected zone of invention and exchange across northern and north-central Italy. Florence supplies the earliest named record so far found. Ferrara supplies closely dated court accounts. Milan supplies the most important early surviving objects and evidence of related courtly experimentation. Bologna supplies an early commercial connection and, later, one of the most persistent regional traditions. No single piece settles the question of where the decisive addition of the trionfi occurred.

This uncertainty is not a defect in the history. Cultural forms often emerge through workshops, courts, markets and networks rather than through one inventor whose intention is preserved. A card-maker may adapt an idea seen elsewhere. A patron may request a variation. A game may travel before anyone thinks it worth describing. The surviving record catches the new pack after it had already become recognisable, not at the instant someone first imagined it.

The name also changed over time. During the fifteenth century, trionfi was the usual term in the surviving records. Forms of tarocchi appear later, and the reason for that change remains uncertain. We should therefore be cautious about projecting the modern word “tarot” into every early document. The people who first handled these packs knew them as triumph cards and understood them within the world of games.

Nor was the early pack fully standardised. Surviving cards and written evidence point to variation in the number of cards, the composition of court ranks, the inclusion of additional virtues, and the ordering or treatment of the trumps. Early cards were often unnumbered and untitled, so their order had to be learned through local convention. A recognisable family of images and a stable game structure could exist without every city using an identical pack.

The absence of printed numbers matters. A modern viewer tends to treat the sequence as self-explanatory because the cards arrive labelled and ordered. In the fifteenth century, rank belonged to the rules remembered by players. Where local orders differed, the painted figure alone did not impose one universal position. Standardisation came through repeated use, regional convention and later production, not through an original document declaring the final form.

That variation cautions against imagining a perfect original deck of seventy-eight cards that appeared complete and unchanged. The familiar arrangement emerged through selection and regional practice. Some forms disappeared; others became dominant. What remained constant enough to define the new game was the relationship between the ordinary four suits and the special trump sequence placed above them.

The ordinary suits deserve emphasis because later attention so often settles on the illustrated trumps alone. Cups, coins, swords and batons were not a lesser deck attached to the important images. They were the established structure to which the innovation was added, and they continued to make up most of the cards in a tarot pack. Without them, there is no historical explanation for what the triumph cards were triumphing over.

The new game therefore carried two histories at once. Its four suits belonged to a playing-card tradition that had reached Europe through probable contact with the Mamluk world and had already been adapted to local use. Its trumps belonged to the social, artistic and allegorical environment of Renaissance Italy. Tarot began where those histories met: an imported and naturalised card structure altered by an Italian invention.

We can picture the resulting object without inventing a scene around it. On a fifteenth-century table lay cards made from layered paper or pasteboard: four familiar suits and a newer group of painted figures whose ranks had to be remembered. Some surviving examples were costly commissions, but their splendour should not obscure their function. The cards were meant to be handled, ordered, played and used to take tricks.

No more elaborate origin is needed. The evidence gives us a card game developing in Italy by 1440, its structure rooted in older playing cards and transformed by the addition of trionfi. It also leaves gaps: no named inventor, no agreed birthplace, no complete founding deck and no explanation written by the people who chose the images. Those limits are part of the account, not invitations to fill it with certainty.

What survives from the first decades is uneven but extraordinary: written traces from Florence and Ferrara, early connections with Bologna, and painted cards associated with the courts of Milan. The documents establish the game’s appearance; the objects show how ambitious its makers and patrons could be. To move closer to those first decks, we now have to leave the question of invention and examine the cards that survived—their commissions, materials, heraldry and place within the noble courts that preserved them.
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Chapter 2 — The First Tarot Decks and Noble Courts

[image: ]


The earliest tarot cards that survive in substantial groups come from the courts of Milan. They were painted on pasteboard, enriched with gold and silver, and marked with the emblems of the Visconti and Sforza families. Their workmanship places them among the luxury objects of fifteenth-century court life, where a game could also display wealth, lineage and taste. Surviving evidence places these cards in courtly play and provides no evidence that they were commissioned for divination. Yet their survival tells us as much about preservation as it does about tarot’s first audience. Expensive objects connected with powerful families were more likely to be stored, inherited and collected than cards made for harder daily use. The court decks dominate the record because courts possessed the means to commission them and because luxury gave fragile materials a better chance of lasting. They show early tarot with unusual clarity, but they do not show its whole social life.

They also require a change in scale. A tarot card is easy to treat as an image alone, especially when it is reproduced in a book or enlarged on a screen. The surviving originals are worked objects with edges, backs, layers and damaged surfaces. Their metal has tarnished, pigments have shifted, and losses expose the preparation beneath the paint. Material history begins with those physical facts. A card can carry an allegory, but it must first be made from substances that age.

Milan in the first half of the fifteenth century was one of the strongest states in northern Italy. The Visconti dynasty ruled through military power, political alliances and a visual culture that made authority present in buildings, coins, manuscripts, armour and ceremony. Filippo Maria Visconti, duke from 1412 until 1447, governed during the period in which triumph cards first appeared. His patronage of artists and his interest in elaborate games form part of the setting in which the earliest surviving tarot packs were produced.

The dynasty faced a serious problem of succession. Filippo Maria had no legitimate son, but his daughter Bianca Maria stood at the centre of plans for Milan’s future. She was betrothed to Francesco Sforza, a successful condottiere whose military strength made him both useful and dangerous to the duke. Their marriage in 1441 joined Visconti lineage to Sforza power. After Filippo Maria died in 1447 and the short-lived Ambrosian Republic collapsed, Francesco became duke of Milan in 1450.

That sequence helps date and identify the cards. Some packs bear Visconti emblems and images of coins issued under Filippo Maria; others combine Visconti and Sforza devices in ways that reflect the marriage and the later dynasty. Heraldry does not give every card an exact year, but it narrows the political setting and identifies the families for whom the objects were made. The decks belong to a period in which marriage, inheritance and rule were being joined through visible signs.

Bianca Maria’s position is especially relevant because dynastic union appears in the objects without giving us a written explanation of their programme. Her father’s emblems could be placed beside those of her husband, making a pack participate in the same claim of continuity expressed through seals, clothing, architecture and public ceremony. The cards need not have been formal political documents to carry that pressure. In a court, ownership and allegiance followed an object into leisure.

No complete Milanese tarot pack survives from these first decades. What remains is divided into three principal groups known by the names of later owners or present collections: the Visconti di Modrone, often called the Cary-Yale; the Visconti-Sforza, also called the Pierpont Morgan-Bergamo or Colleoni-Baglioni; and the Brambilla or Brera-Brambilla. These names can make the evidence sound tidier than it is. The cards are incomplete, dispersed and unevenly preserved, and their dates and attributions have been revised as technical research has improved.

The evidence is nevertheless substantial. Conservators can examine paper fibres, watermarks, paint layers and metal leaf. Art historians compare drawing, clothing, emblems and workshop habits. Coins depicted on the cards can be matched with known issues, while later additions can be distinguished from an original group through materials and style. The result is not one founding deck, but several court commissions close enough in time to show tarot still changing as it was made.

Each method answers a different question. A watermark may narrow the date or region of the paper but does not identify the painter. Heraldry may establish a patronal connection without proving the occasion of commission. A shared drawing style can connect cards to a workshop while chemical differences reveal separate stages of production. Strong conclusions emerge when these forms of evidence converge. Where they do not, the attribution has to remain open.

The Visconti di Modrone is the oldest of the three surviving groups. Recent research dates it to about 1441–42, close to the marriage of Bianca Maria Visconti and Francesco Sforza. The cards are now held by Yale’s Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Sixty-seven survive from a pack that may originally have contained at least eighty-nine, although reconstruction depends on the pattern suggested by the remaining cards rather than on a surviving inventory.

Its expanded structure is the reason the pack matters so much. In addition to the male and female ranks familiar from later court cards, the surviving suits include female knights and female pages. If the pattern was complete across all four suits, each suit had six court figures rather than the four that became usual. The deck therefore presented rank through a larger paired court, with women occupying mounted and attendant positions that later standard packs did not retain.

The triumph sequence was also enlarged. Faith, Hope and Charity—the three theological virtues—appear alongside the moral and allegorical figures found elsewhere in early tarot. These cards do not belong to the later standard sequence. Their presence raises the likely original total and shows that the number and selection of triumphs had not yet settled into one universal form. The pack could be adjusted for a patron, a marriage or a local court without ceasing to be recognisable as a game of triumphs.

Some scholars have linked the extra female courts and virtues to Bianca Maria and to the wedding for which the deck may have been commissioned. The timing and imagery make the proposal plausible, but no commission document confirms the intended recipient or explains the design. The cards support a careful inference: this was a highly tailored court object produced around a dynastic marriage. They do not preserve the patron’s instructions.

The surviving sixty-seven cards also show how reconstruction works. Eleven triumphs, seventeen court cards and thirty-nine numeral cards remain. The repeated structure within the suits allows missing ranks to be proposed, while the extra virtues enlarge the likely triumph sequence. Yet a reconstructed total of eighty-nine is not the same thing as a complete pack laid out before us. It is the most persuasive model formed from the pattern of what survives.

The Visconti di Modrone was long attributed to Bonifacio Bembo. More recent study has proposed that his brother Andrea played the leading role, with other members of the Bembo workshop also possible. That revision matters because Renaissance workshops rarely divided labour in ways that allow every painted surface to be assigned to one person. The deck has a coherent visual identity, but coherence can be produced by shared designs, materials and supervision as well as by one hand.

Technical evidence has strengthened the earlier date. Faint watermarks visible on the backs of several cards resemble documented paper marks from the early 1440s, supporting the placement of the pack around 1441–42. The finding does not identify the commission, but it brings the physical support into agreement with the heraldic and dynastic setting. Paper that once seemed only a neutral base has become evidence in its own right.

The Visconti-Sforza group is the most complete of the early Milanese packs and the closest to the structure that later became standard. It is usually dated to about 1456–58, after Francesco Sforza had taken the ducal title. Seventy-four cards survive: thirty-five in the Morgan Library & Museum in New York, twenty-six in the Accademia Carrara in Bergamo, and thirteen in another Bergamo collection. Their dispersal explains the several names used for what is understood as one deck.

The surviving group contains twenty trump cards, fifteen court cards and thirty-nine numeral cards. Four cards from a seventy-eight-card pack do not survive. Among them are the Devil and the Tower, but their absence gives no reason to conclude that the subjects were deliberately excluded. It shows only that these cards are not present in the surviving group. Loss, damage and separation are sufficient possibilities when a fragile object has passed through more than five centuries.

This deck is close to the later pattern of twenty-one ranked trumps, a Fool, and four fourteen-card suits. Its importance lies in that consolidation. Beside the expanded Visconti di Modrone, the Visconti-Sforza group shows a structure becoming more stable without yet being untouched by alteration. Six of its triumphs were produced by a different hand around 1465–70 and are usually described as replacements for cards that had been damaged or lost. Recent scholarship has associated them with the illuminator Franco dei Russi, but the attribution remains a scholarly proposal rather than a signed fact.

The replacement cards are valuable evidence of use and maintenance. A damaged luxury deck did not have to be discarded; a workshop could supply cards in a compatible size and format. The later artist matched the pack closely enough for continued use while bringing a somewhat different, more classicising style to the figures. The deck therefore contains change within its own physical body. What appears at first to be one unified object was made, repaired and preserved across more than one moment.

The original and replacement groups also differ in their handling of light and space. The earlier figures stand against patterned metal grounds, while the later additions open toward a more spacious, classicising pictorial world. Those differences are visible without turning the cards into separate decks. They show the practical tolerance of a working object: correspondence in size and function mattered more than perfect stylistic identity.

Heraldic details connect the group to the new Sforza court while retaining the Visconti inheritance through which Francesco grounded his claim. Interlocking rings, branches, crowns, suns and other devices appear among the images and ornament. Their presence turns the deck into more than a generic luxury pack. It belongs to a dynasty establishing continuity with the family it had replaced.

The distribution of the surviving cards also has a history. The group was separated before entering its present collections, so no single museum holds “the deck” in full. Reconstructing it requires comparison across New York and Bergamo, including dimensions, backs, materials and design. The modern scholarly object is therefore assembled intellectually from cards that remain physically divided.

The Brera-Brambilla group is smaller but chronologically important. Forty-eight cards survive in the Pinacoteca di Brera: two triumphs, seven court cards and thirty-nine numeral cards. The two surviving triumphs are the Emperor and the Wheel of Fortune. Their survival does not allow us to infer the original composition of the entire triumph sequence, only that the pack included the defining added order of cards.

Older accounts often placed the Brambilla group in the 1460s and connected it with Francesco Sforza. Current museum research dates it earlier, to about 1444–45, and links it to Filippo Maria Visconti. The coin cards reproduce ducats from his reign, providing a material clue for dating the pack before his death in 1447. This makes the Brambilla cards close in time to the Visconti di Modrone, though the two groups differ in structure and finish.

The Brambilla numeral cards are among the most lavish suit cards in the Milanese material. Silver leaf covers much of their ground, with suit emblems picked out in gold, blue and red. Lapis lazuli appears in the decoration, and the repeated emblems intersect to produce patterns that can approach abstraction. The effect is very different from a later printed pip card in which a repeated suit sign serves mainly as a count. Here, even the ordinary suits participate in the display of precious material.

The thirty-nine surviving numeral cards provide a broad sample across the suits, even though only seven court cards and two triumphs remain. That imbalance is useful. It prevents the history of early tarot from being written through its allegorical figures alone. The Brambilla pack shows how much expense and design could be invested in cards whose primary identity came from number and suit.

Because only two triumphs survive, the Brambilla group cannot tell us whether its original trump order matched the other packs. Its strength lies elsewhere. It confirms repeated court investment in tarot during Filippo Maria’s reign, demonstrates another material treatment of the four suits, and shows how little of a once elaborate commission may remain. The same courtly environment could produce related decks without producing identical ones.

Its dating also corrects a misleading dynastic sequence. If the pack belongs to 1444–45, it was made before Francesco Sforza became duke and while Filippo Maria still ruled. The Visconti-Sforza cards of 1456–58 then belong to a later political and material phase rather than serving as the model for every surviving Milanese group. Similarity among the packs reflects a continuing workshop culture; it does not require them to have been commissioned under the same ruler.

Taken separately, the three groups seem frustratingly incomplete. Taken together, they are unusually rich. The Visconti di Modrone preserves expansion: additional female courts and theological virtues. The Visconti-Sforza preserves consolidation: a group close to the later seventy-eight-card form, with evidence of replacement and repair. The Brambilla preserves material extravagance across its numeral cards while leaving most of its triumph sequence unknown. Early tarot had stable foundations, but its final structure had not yet become compulsory.

The cards were produced in a workshop culture, not by an isolated designer working alone. The Bembo family operated from Cremona and served the Milanese and other northern Italian courts across several decades. Bonifacio is the name most often associated with the Visconti-Sforza material, but the workshop also included his father Giovanni and his brothers Andrea, Benedetto, Ambrogio and Gerolamo. Its members worked across fresco, panel painting and manuscript illumination, sharing patterns and methods that could pass from one commission to another.

A tarot pack required planning beyond the painting of a single image. Dozens of cards had to remain consistent in scale and format. Kings, queens, knights and pages needed enough variation to be distinguished while belonging to the same courtly world. Repeated suit emblems had to be measured and arranged. Metal backgrounds were laid, tooled and repaired before paint and glazes completed the figures. The unity of a deck was therefore an achievement of organised labour.

Patterns could be transferred or adapted across cards, allowing a workshop to repeat a pose without making every figure identical. Clothing, armour and animals demanded different kinds of detail; numeral cards required careful repetition; and the backs had to be finished as parts of the same set. Production moved through stages, with one task depending on the completion of another. A flaw in the support or metal ground could affect everything placed above it.

Attribution becomes difficult within that system. A master might design figures, supervise the work or secure the commission without painting every card. Assistants could prepare supports, transfer patterns, lay metal leaf, grind pigments, fill areas of colour or complete repeated ornamental work. Family members trained in the same visual language could produce closely related results. Modern scholarship can distinguish some hands and material groups, but the cards do not preserve a complete record of who performed each task.

Patronage also shaped the result. A workshop working for Filippo Maria Visconti or Francesco Sforza was not choosing every emblem freely. The patron’s rank, marriage alliances and dynastic claims governed what could be shown and how richly it should appear. A deck might retain the underlying game structure while changing court ranks, adding virtues or incorporating family devices. Variation was therefore not disorder. It could be an intended feature of commission.

The cards themselves combine methods associated with panel painting and manuscript illumination. Their supports were built from layered paper or pasteboard, then prepared with grounds that could receive paint and metal leaf. Recent technical examination has identified tempera, translucent glazes, valuable pigments and several kinds of metal decoration. Gold or silver leaf was laid over a prepared adhesive ground, then burnished and marked with punches or incised lines so that the surface caught light in repeated patterns.

Those materials were not used identically across the three groups. The Visconti di Modrone and Brambilla numeral cards make extensive use of silver leaf, now darkened through tarnish in many places. The later Visconti-Sforza pips often use a plainer light ground with coloured and gilded suit emblems. Some gilt areas in the Visconti-Sforza cards were made with oro di metà, a laminate of gold and silver whose cooler appearance changes as the silver ages. Material difference can therefore support distinctions of date, workshop practice and cost.

The tooling itself varies. Punches could create rows of dots, rings or floral impressions, while incised lines added freehand pattern. These marks enlivened broad areas that might otherwise have appeared flat and helped metal surfaces respond to changing light. They can also operate like workshop signatures, not in the sense of naming one artist, but by preserving habits of tools and sequence that can be compared from card to card.

Close examination also corrects the impression that the cards were painted in broad, flat colour. Flesh, fabric and ornament were built from layered mixtures and fine glazes. Under magnification, faces show subtle changes of tone, while garments carry details too small to register in a reproduction. The painters were working at the scale of an object held in the hand, but with techniques capable of rewarding close inspection.

Heraldry gave that workmanship a political address. The Visconti biscione—a crowned serpent shown swallowing or giving birth to a human figure—was already visible on Milanese buildings, coins, armour and manuscripts. On a card it identified the same ruling house. Sforza rings and related emblems could assert the newer dynasty while its continued use of Visconti devices announced succession rather than a clean break.

These signs were meant to be recognised. A viewer familiar with Milanese power could read ownership, alliance and lineage from them without needing a written label. The cards performed the same work as other court objects: they placed a family’s symbols inside leisure, making political identity present even during play. Their heraldry is therefore evidence about patronage and date as well as decoration.

The Milanese groups are not the whole surviving history of fifteenth-century tarot. Near the century’s end, a very different pack appeared: the Sola Busca. Dated to 1491 through inscriptions on the cards, it is the earliest complete seventy-eight-card tarot deck known to survive. The complete hand-coloured set is now in the Pinacoteca di Brera, while uncoloured impressions of some cards in other collections reveal the engraved design before colour was added.

Its method of production separates it from the hand-painted Visconti groups. The images were engraved on copper plates and printed, then the surviving complete set was coloured and heightened by hand. Engraving allowed the line design to be reproduced, although colouring could still make one set a costly, individual object. The Sola Busca therefore stands between unique court painting and the broader reproducibility that would transform card production. The later history of printing belongs elsewhere; here the important fact is that a complete early deck survives in a medium capable of repetition.

Its structure is the familiar seventy-eight cards: twenty-two special cards and fifty-six cards divided among swords, batons, cups and coins. Its imagery, however, departs sharply from the Visconti-Sforza groups. The trump figures are named and numbered, and many appear as warriors, rulers or heroes drawn from classical, biblical and legendary history. Marius, Catulus, Nero, Nimrod and Nebuchadnezzar enter a visual programme filled with armour, banners, elaborate vessels and instruments of conflict. The sequence does not reproduce the standard Renaissance allegories in their usual form.

The court cards continue this historical and military atmosphere, while the numbered suit cards do something without precedent in any complete surviving tarot pack: they turn the pips into scenes. Human figures lift, strike, carry, arrange or struggle with the objects of their suits. Swords and batons become burdens, tools or weapons; cups and coins take part in actions rather than appearing only as repeated emblems. Number remains visible, but it is embedded in narrative activity.

This feature corrects an important claim about later tarot. Fully illustrated suit cards—what modern readers often call scenic Minor Arcana—did not begin with the Waite-Smith deck in the twentieth century. The Sola Busca demonstrates that the idea existed in 1491. It did not become the dominant early pattern, and its scenes do not carry the same programme as modern decks, but the precedent is physical and complete. Any history of illustrated pips has to begin centuries earlier than Waite and Smith.

The pack also complicates the picture of early tarot as exclusively Milanese and court-painted. Its inscriptions connect the coloured set with Venice in 1491, while its artistic and intellectual sources have been linked by scholars to a wider zone including Ferrara, the Marche and the Veneto. The engraver remains unidentified. Nicola di Maestro Antonio has been proposed, as has the influence of the humanist Ludovico Lazzarelli, but neither proposal amounts to a signed attribution or a surviving commission.

The original patron is also unknown. The modern name comes from later owners, not from the person who ordered or first used the cards. Its dense programme has prompted readings involving Roman history, warfare, humanist learning, Hermeticism and alchemy. Some of those connections are supported by names and motifs within the deck; the complete purpose of the programme remains debated. The pack has the full structure of a playable tarot, yet no surviving document tells us whether it was commissioned only for play, for learned display, or for several uses at once. No evidence establishes a commission for divination.

Placed beside the Visconti groups, the Sola Busca reveals both continuity and distance. It keeps the seventy-eight-card structure and Italian suits, but replaces gilded court painting with reproducible engraving, familiar triumphal allegories with an idiosyncratic company of named figures, and ornamental pips with active scenes. It is not the missing standard from which all later decks descend. It is evidence of how far tarot could vary while remaining recognisably tarot by the end of the fifteenth century.

Why, then, do the Milanese court decks still dominate accounts of the beginning? The answer lies partly in class. Hand-painted cards bearing dynastic emblems were attached to families whose property was inventoried, inherited and valued. Their materials encouraged later owners to keep them even when the game itself had changed. Once collectors and museums recognised their age, the surviving fragments gained a second form of protection.

Cards produced at lower cost faced different conditions. Repeated play wears edges, stains surfaces and breaks layered paper. An incomplete everyday pack may have little value to its owner once too many cards are lost. Paper can be reused, discarded or destroyed without entering an archive. It is therefore reasonable to infer that the survival rate of working cards was far lower than that of a gilded dynastic commission.

Inference must not be mistaken for a complete social record. The surviving documents discussed in the previous chapter show merchants selling triumph packs and court accounts purchasing more than one kind of deck, so hand-painted commissions were not the only form in circulation. Later fifteenth-century printed cards and fragments also confirm production beyond individually painted luxury sets. What we cannot recover with confidence is the full price range, ownership or social distribution of the lost packs at every stage.

The Visconti-Sforza cards therefore show what wealthy patronage could make, not everything early tarot was. Their class bias is real, but it does not make them unrepresentative of court culture. They document a world in which games, art and political display could occupy the same object. The error would be to treat that world as the entire market or to assume that the most splendid survivors were the only cards being handled.

This is one reason absence has to be described with precision. We can say that few lower-cost fifteenth-century tarot packs survive intact. We cannot turn that absence into a census of who did or did not play. Documentary purchases, surviving fragments and later production broaden the picture, but they do not recover the people whose cards disappeared. Survival bias explains the shape of the evidence; it does not give us permission to invent the missing population.

The Sola Busca survives for a different reason. Its engraved design existed in more than one impression, and one complete set received careful hand colouring and remained in private ownership for centuries before entering the Brera. Its preservation reminds us that survival can depend on reproducibility as well as wealth. Multiple impressions scatter risk; valued ownership protects one copy. The historical record has been shaped by both forces.

Across the four surviving bodies of evidence, early tarot is stable enough to recognise and variable enough to resist a single template. The four Italian suits persist. Triumph cards remain the defining addition. Court ranks and total numbers can expand, images can be replaced, materials can shift from painted metal leaf to engraving, and numeral cards can move from repeated emblems to scenes. Standardisation was under way, but it was not complete.

The cards also remain material before they become interpretive. Their paper, paint, metal, watermarks, wear and repairs tell us when and where they were made, how workshops organised labour, and which owners had the resources to preserve them. Heraldry identifies political relationships; missing cards mark the limits of survival; replacement cards record continued use. None of these features requires us to decide the later meaning of an Emperor, a Popess or a Wheel of Fortune.

That is the clearest conclusion the earliest decks allow. Tarot was not one fixed object in fifteenth-century Italy. It was a family of playable packs shaped by local rules, workshop methods and patron choices. Some were expanded for a Milanese marriage, some approached the later standard form, some displayed extraordinary wealth through every suit, and one complete engraved deck carried an entirely different historical and military programme.

The noble courts preserved the cards we can study most closely, but preservation is only the beginning of their history. These objects were not made to remain motionless in museum cases. Whatever their cost or beauty, they belonged to a game. To understand what their trumps, suits and ranks did together, we have to turn from the objects themselves to the rules and habits of play.
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Chapter 3 — Tarot as a Game
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Tarot was a game before it became a method of divination. For centuries, the cards were documented chiefly in play: dealt into hands, arranged by rank, used to win tricks and counted for points. The systematic occult tarot familiar today developed much later. That sequence does not settle every question about the early use of cards. Europeans also used ordinary playing cards for lots, character sketches and occasional experiments in prediction. Such scattered practices, however, are not evidence of a developed occult tarot system in fifteenth-century Italy. The clearest surviving record places the early tarot pack at the gaming table.

The first name attached to the new game was trionfi, or triumphs. The word referred to the added series of superior cards that could defeat cards from the four ordinary suits. Those suits—cups, coins, swords and batons in the Italian patterns—already belonged to European card play. Tarot’s decisive innovation was to place above them a sequence of permanent trumps. A cup could defeat another cup according to the rank of that suit, but even a low trump could defeat the highest cup. If two trumps entered the same trick, the higher trump won. The result was a game in which the ordinary order of the suits could be interrupted by a second, stronger order.

This sounds familiar because trump suits became common in European card games. In early tarot, however, the trumps were not one of the four suits chosen afresh for a hand. They formed a
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