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Since the day we published the Tazama African Tarot, we 

have received so many questions about the ancestors on the 

tarot cards. We actually were undecided at first whether 

or not we should include  it in the booklet that comes with 

the deck. But then, while writing up the backgrounds of each 

ancestor, we found that we needed just a little more time to get 

more information about each and every one of them, where it 

was available.
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Our collage collection includes images of postcards, 

photographs and book illustrations from various 

sources in the public domain. The Schomburg Center 

for Research in Black Culture was one valuable source of many 

inspiring and educational images. The founder of the Schomburg 

Center  was Arturo Alfonso Schomburg (1874-1938), a Puerto 

Rican of African descent. He was a historian, writer, collector 

and activist who had collected 10,000 items related to black 

history and the African diaspora. Shomburg was also a member 

of the Harlem Renaissance and a supporter of the independence 

of Puerto Rico. Other sources were public library archives and 

Wikimedia Commons.

Not every ancestor has a name that we know of;  some remain 

anonymous. Only for the illustrator, painter or photographer 

to know their true identity. The image is  the last tangible trace 

of their energy. 

In the following pages we will go through each tarot card 

starting from the Major Arcana, followed by Wands, Cups, 

Swords and Pentacles. Please note that the cards that do not 

have faces are not included in this list. 
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I hope that this supplementary booklet will not only help you 

connect with your ancestors better, but also give you a better 

connection to your own history and heritage.It is truly a 

pleasure to get to know more about the various cultures of the 

African Continent. And we do encourage you to do your own 

further research if any of the backgrounds intrigue you. But 

most of all, I hope that you will enjoy reading about and getting 

to know the cards that you are holding in your hands.
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Back to
Index

The Fool, our beautiful first card. Bright yellow, the colour of hope and 
spontaneity. What better colour is there to surround the Fool with? The 
original fool was a man in Egypt who was known as a  “della’l”, which means 
a broker or agent. The della’l was a middle man, selling those goods  at the 
bottom of the painting to the highest bidder. He is wearing a traditional 
abaya, and particularly the black and  white striped traditional wool  abaya 
signifies that he was an itinerant worker in this Egyptian scene. The original 
painting is from 1883 and is also named “THE DELLA’L, CAIRO.” The Austrian 
painter, Ludwig Deutsch, travelled to Egypt several times and fell in love 
with the country’s mysterious energy. 
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King Caspar was one of the three wise men / the three kings who visited the 
infant Jesus after he was born. They came with three gifts; gold, incense and 
mirre, which were the most precious gifts one could give in that time and 
place. King Caspar was known as a 20 year old African man and together 
with the other wise men, Melchior and Balthasar, also considered Saints in 
the Catholic church. They are celebrated on January 6th on Epihany / Three 
Kings day. 

Our Magician is derived from a painting by the Dutch painter Hieronymus 
Bosch in 1494. He holds an orb with a small creature on it. This was the 
painter’s way  of showing that the king was not Christian but of any other 
pagan religion. He did paint the King so regal and full of dignity. 

Also, see the other depictions of King Caspar in paintings by Geertgen Sint 
Jans in 1485 and Hendrick Ter Brugghen in 1619, in the leaded windows of 
the Three Wise Men in the Otley Parish church.
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“Black Woman”, a painting from the year 1875 by Ukrainian painter Ilya 
Repin. Ilya Repin was a realistic painter who seemed to care for his model. He 
painted her with a strong and elegant posture, looking the viewer straight 
in the eye. She is not just another exotic figure to him, but you can see 
the beauty of her  soul. If you are lucky, she might pour you some mint tea 
and smoke her shisha with you. Her mystical aura reveals she holds mystic 
knowledge, like a true High Priestess.
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Did you know our Empress was also an Empress in real life? Meet Empress 
Adélina Soulouque,Empress Consort of Hayti. She existed from 26 July 1820 – 
12 October 1878 and had  a reign in Haiti. She had two daughters, Princess 
Geneviève Olive (known as “Madame Première”) and Princess Célestine Marie 
Françoise. As Empress, Adelina was given her own court, composed of a grand 
almoner, two ladies of honour, two tire women, 56 ladies of the palace, 22 
ladies of the chapel, chamberlains and pages: all the female courtiers came 
from the newly appointed nobility and had the titles of duchess, countess, 
baroness or marchioness. She performed representational duties, such as 
receiving in state, or giving audiences, every Tuesday.

In 1858, a revolution began, and the emperor abdicated his throne in 1859. 
Refusing  aid by the French Legation, Faustin was taken into exile aboard a 
British warship on January 22, 1859. Soon afterwards, the emperor and  his 
family arrived in Kingston, Jamaica, where they remained for several years. 
Allowed to return to Haïti, Faustin died at Petit-Goâve in 1867 and was 
buried at Fort Soulouque.
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After the death of her husband, Adélina fled to the Dominican Republic 
and then went to Spain, where she was received by the King of Spain himself. 
She remained at the Royal Palace of Spain in Madrid from 1868 to 1874. 
Adélina then left for France and remained there from 1875 to 1877. She 
ended her days in Rome, Italy in 1879, until her death at the age of about 84 
years. She was buried first in Rome near the Vatican and then in Haiti near 
her husband in 1907.

The crown she wears is an actual crown, decorated with diamonds, 
emeralds, and garnets, and is  on display at the Musée du Panthéon National 
Haïtien.

Majors
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The emperor on our deck is a former government official of the city of Dar 
es Salaam. 

The image was taken in 1902 in modern day Tanzania. His clothing, with the 
dagger in his belt, is a typical attire that the Sultan’s of Zanzibar and Oman 
would wear in his time as well. The emperor is a strong, authoritative  man, 
often dealing with issues of power and control. 

This ancestor is of mixed ethnicity, with both Arab and African heritage. 
East African city states (see on the map) like Zanzibar, Dar es Salaam, Mombasa, 
Kilwa, Lamu, Malindi and Mogadishu, to name a few, have a long history of 
trade with Arab countries like Oman and with India, Persia and China as they 
are situated right on the coast bordering the Arabian  Sea and the Indian  
Ocean. Since the 8th century,  these were very active trade routes in which many 
states became very wealthy. But long before that time, the Cushitic (Kingdom of 
Cush), Nilotic and Bantu peoples had already settled in this area.

Even longer before that, the earliest known remains of human ancestry 
were found in the Olduvai Gorge, in the Great Rift Valley. Some of these remains 
date  back 1.75 million years ago.These city states left some wonderful ancient 
architecture that is  visible to this day.

Did you know Dar es Salaam, like Jerusalem, actually means “City of Peace?”
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For the Hierophant, we have used a figure who has the energy of established 
authority. This figure comes from a painting by French painter Jean-Joseph 
Benjamin Constant. The work is called The “Moroccan Caid Tahamy” and was 
painted in 1883. The word “caid” means “commander” or “leader”, but could 
also mean he was a judge, local administrator, or if from Beber tribes in 
Morocco; a chief. Tahamy was his name.  
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The original couple, Adam and Eve. This is a card that represents partnership 
and pure love. A blessed union. The sun is shining on your love. Your love 
relationship is blessed by greater powers. You and your lover are reaching 
out to one another. A new relationship comes into your life. Communication 
is good. Should you partner up? This card sounds like a resounding, “YES!” 
You have a choice to make. Follow your heart, but act in accordance with 
your highest good.

The lady with wings is an ancestor from Bahia in Brazil, wearing her 
traditional clothing  to represent  her African heritage.  Bahia has the 
largest population of African descendants  in all of Brazil. Her white 
headwrap, her bead necklaces, and her long dress suggest she is likely to 
practice the religion of Candomble (which means dance in the honour of 
the Gods). Candomble is mostly a blend of  West African Yoruba and Central 
African Bantu religions, where they honour spirits known as Orishas. The 
Supreme Spirit is called Olodumare. Through music and dance, she would 
get into a trance and worship the Orishas. In rituals, she would give the 
Orishas offerings of  fruits, vegetables, animals and minerals. 

This Bahian ancestor appears to be the spirit guide of the African American 
couple depicted below, a couple from the state of Virginia after the Civil  War.
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“The Emirs Guard” is another painting by the Austrian  painter, Ludwig 
Deutsch. An Emir is a royal title in the Arabic Islamic culture  in the Middle 
East and Northern Africa. It could signify a leader or the highest commander, 
but also a prince or the  ruler of a country. A country ruled by an Emir is 
called an Emirate, just like the United Arab Emirates. Originally, this title 
was used as an honorary title for descendants of the prophet Mohammed, 
through his daughter Fatima  Zahra. In later times, the title was used in a 
wider sense, for tribe elders of Bedouins of Arabia as well as novelty  and 
officers of the Ottoman Empire. Eventually, it was also used by the Moors of 
Spain. The figure in the painting does not have a name but he sure does have 
the strong and stern posture  that matches the chariot’s energy.
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She is a member of the Wanyamuezi people. The people, also known as 
Nyamwezi, are one of the Bantu groups of East Africa. Their name is of 
Swahili origin, which translates to “people of the moon” and also “people of 
the west”, which makes sense as the Bantu peoples migrated long ago from 
the  west of Africa. 

The Nyamwezi practised  ancestor worship and they had their own high 
gods and spirits that they recognized. Divination is also a common practised  
where a “mfumi” (a fortune teller or psychic) would interpret  a situation or 
explain what forces would influence someone’s life. And they would play the 
role of a counsellor  or a medical practitioner . “Bulogi” is a powerful force 
in Nyamwezi culture, sort of an enchanting practice, with cults forming 
around the possession of  certain types of spirit. 

Nyamwezi sculptures were most likely employed as protective objects 
during girls’ initiation ceremonies, as spirit figures in ritual healing, or both. 
The colours  of the beads—black (or dark blue), white, and red—are widely 
associated with classes of spirits among the peoples of Tanzania. The beads 
on the top are  often used on objects made for ritual specialists.
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The Palace Guard is a powerful and noble evocation of the Egyptian world 
that Orientalist painter Ludwig Deutsch had experienced for himself in1883, 
1886, and 1890. A Nubian sentry stands guard before a palace entrance, 
his gaze alert yet that of a man at ease with himself, his stance stoic with 
muscles tense and yet exuding a relaxed confidence. 

The guard wears a Safavid gold-overlaid steel helmet of the type made 
in Persia in the eighteenth century, along with a Safavid arm guard or 
Bazuband. In his breastplate he carries, from left to right, a late eighteenth 
or early nineteenth-century Ottoman silver repoussé scabbard, jade-hilted 
dagger, and flintlock pistol or kubur. At his waist, he carries a seventeenth-
century Ottoman ray-skin powder flask with applied silver mounts and 
ivory terminals. In his hands he holds a late eighteenth-century Ottoman 
ivory-hilted sword, or yataghan, and at his feet rests a Persian steel shield, 
probably Safavid, of the seventeenth century.
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In the four corners of this card we have the African Sea Eagle, a Cape 
Buffalo, a lion and the human figure of an African lady. The stone 
sarcophagus (coffin) of an Egyptian pharaoh, a black mamba snake and a 
melanated cherub surround the wheel.

Unfortunately we couldn’t recover the original images used on this card.
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The ancestor representing Justice Tarot is a member of the elite female 
warriors, the frontline soldiers in the army of the Dahomey Kingdom. The 
inspiration for  the Black Panther’s kick ass Dora Milaje. The Dahomey 
Kingdom existed from 1625 to 1894 in the land which is now known as 
Benin, between Nigeria and Togo. She served as a royal bodyguard to Queen 
Hangbe and all the Kings that came after her. The Dahomey even became 
integrated as soldiers in the Dahomey army, which was partly a practical 
decision, as manpower was increasingly scarce due to the European slave 
trade. But this integration reinforced the belief in duality within Dahomey 
society, a duality already present in the kingdom’s religion. 

This religion has since developed into Vodun, now one of Benin’s official 
religions and the basis of voodoo. An integral legend tells  of Mawu-Lisa, 
a male and female god who came together to create the universe. In all 
institutions, political, religious and military, men would have a female 
equivalent.
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Our Hanged Man original image is an illustration from 1835 of  enslaved 
plantation workers somewhere in Brazil. The image is titled “Slave Couple” 
and designed by Johann Moritz Rugendas, who was a German painter who 
painted landscapes and ethnographic subjects in several countries in the 
Americas. From 1822 to 1825, as part of the Langsdorff expedition, Rugendas 
depicted black people living in Brazil.

The artist was part of a movement called “tropical romanticism” where they 
considered places such as colonial Brazil to be “a harmonious environment of 
racial mixing.” We, of course, know now that the racial mixing was anything 
but harmonious, with racism and colorism persisting to this day. Like the 
hanged man, the person was indeed in a situation that was no fault of their 
own. Having patience and faith is often  the only way to get through it; 
waiting for the right time to act.
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The Death card in our Tazama African Tarot deck is derived from this picture 
from the beginning of the 20th century (probably around 1920) of a chief in 
the kingdom of Sine who was known by the name Alioune Sô. Chief Sô was of 
the Peulh people (also known as the Fulbe or Fulani) of modern day Senegal. 
Senegal has many different peoples like Wolof, Serer and Mandinka to name a 
few. The kingdom of Sine started around the 11th century when Serer people 
migrated  south, fleeing Islam from the  north. Up until the end of the kingdom, 
Sine was a very multicultural society, as it was very common for people from 
other states to migrate to the Serer kingdoms of Sine in search of a better life. 

The Kingdom of Sine had a complex political structure, including a Lingeer - a 
Queen’s mother or sister- who had a significant role not to be underestimated. 
A candidate for kingship could not succeed to the throne if he was not a 
member of  the reigning matrilineage. Also, various Lingeers have been noted 
for their resistance efforts to colonial conquest.

Our death card ancestor is Alioune Sô. He was the Great Farba Kaba (great 
chief of the army) of the Serer people of Sine. His pic ture was taken in 1907 in 
the region of Sine, 100 km away from Dakar. As great chief of the army, he and 
the Maad a Sinig (King of Sine) would ride their horses to invade neighbouring 
states or to attack British, French, or Portugues invaders.

Tazama African Tarot’s
ancestors of the cards

Death

Death

Majors



24

Back to
Index

Tazama African Tarot’s
ancestors of the cards

Death

The royal war drum, the Junjung, would sound on the way to the battlefield,  
preparing opponents for battle. Their forces could result in death, a transition 
in life, the end of a cycle and the  beginning of a new one. After a victory, the 
king would wave the flag of Sine while riding his horse. 

The Serer people of Sine considered death a path by which one joins one’s 
ancestors. When a person dies, loud mourning echoes from the house of the 
relatives. Others sing and dance to celebrate the dead person and to send his 
or her spirit to heaven. The reverence of the ancestors was widely practised. 
Among the rural residents, household water jars are seldom cleaned because 
the spirit of an ancestor could come to drink at that moment and find no 
water.

The Serer strongly believe in reincarnation, which they call ciidd. The 
pangool are ancestral spirits that mediate between the living Serer and the 
divine. The Serer strive to be accepted by their ancestors who are long gone 
and to gain the ability to mediate with the divine. Failure to do so results in 
rejection by the ancestors and becoming a lost and wandering soul. 

Majors
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The generous man in our Temperance card was a model named Joseph. He 
lived in France in the late 17th and early 18th centuries and  modelled for 
many French painters. The image was from a painting by Adolhpe Brune called 
“Joseph, Le Negre” or “ Joseph, the Negro”.  The name has been changed in 2019 
though, to “Joseph the Moor” as a collective of historians and curators 
called for the replacement of offensive words and racial slurs from Museum 
lingo.  

Joseph was a famous muse and model for the arts and also a charismatic 
friend of many in the art world. He was born in 1793 in Santo Domingo, 
present day Haiti, and moved to France as a teenager. He started in Marseille 
and then ended up in Paris with a group of acrobats. During an acrobat 
show, he was discovered and asked to become a model. He had a special aura 
that appealed to  many painters and their followers. Joseph was privileged 
enough to have a career as a full time model, something that was, at that 
time, only an extra activity for black and even white models.  Between 1832 
and 1835, he was the permanent model for the école Des Beaux Arts in Paris 
and worked as a successful model until his death.  
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Like the meaning of the card, sometimes you just have to go with the flow 
and take the middle path and let things take their natural course. Joseph 
just happened to be an acrobat before he was discovered to do the thing 
that would impact the rest of his life. The middle way leads to success, with 
angelic support on your side.
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The image of the devil comes from the Alaafin of Oyo. Alaafin means 
“owner of the palace” in  Yoruba and Oyo is an ancient city in Oyo State in 
Nigeria. The city was part of the Oyo Empire, which was a powerful empire 
of the Yoruba and made up parts of present day Eastern Benin and Western 
Nigeria. The Oyo Empire was founded in the 13th century and lasted until 
the end of the 18th century. Politically, it was one of the most important 
states in Western Africa and it  grew to become the largest and wealthiest 
Yoruba speaking state that had a strong cavalry and excelled in trade. They 
also had outstanding organisational  and administrative skills. 

The word for king in Yoruba is “Oba”. And this particular Oba was known 
for having 200+ wives in his court. They came in batches of 30 women at a 
time to stay with him in Lagos; they would   then return to Oyo and the next 
30 women would come and take over. The Oba is in control of his wives, who 
are subject to his lusty desires. The original Rider Waite imagery has a male 
and a female in chains. Our card has two females, much like the Alaafin of 
Oyo. The king was also known for going against government policies and his 
enemies even accused him of abusing his power. As a result,  he got impeached 
and removed from the throne. 
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The Maasai warrior is the ultimate symbol of breaking free. The Maasai 
are a nomadic tribe. They have this reputation of being fearless warriors 
and cattle rustlers. In old traditional Maasai stories, it is said that the 
Maasai journeyed from Northern Africa in search of fertile grass  to feed 
their cattle.  

The Maasai are indigenous to North Central Tanzania and  southern 
Kenya. They could hunt a lion with only a spear. The Maasai have always 
resisted colonial influences and stayed true to their culture and authentic 
self. 

In addition, the tower that is used is not a typical mediaeval  tower 
that you might see on a classical tarot deck. It is the Obelisk of Axum, also 
known as the Axum stele, an ancient tower from the Axumite Empire. This 
empire was a naval and trading power that ruled in the Tigray region, a  
northern Ethiopian region, from 400 BC until the 10th century. The tower 
was  probably carved and erected during the 4th century and is 24,6 metres  
/ 79 feet tall and still standing. 
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The star on  our star card is Princess Omoba Aina, born in 1843, wearing 
a traditional West African dress. She was part of the Egbado people, located 
in what is now Nigeria. Her village was raided by the people of King Gezo of 
Dahomey, in which Princess Omaba Aina’s parents were  killed when she was 
only 4 years old. She was spared, got captured and was held captive in the 
Dahomian palace.

Then, when Aina was 6 years old, Frederick Forbes, the captain of the 
naval ship HMS Bonetta, was sent to the Kingdom of Dahomey, on behalf of 
Queen Victoria, to negotiate with the king. For unknown reasons the King 
“gave” princess Aina as a gift to the Englishman as a present from the King 
of the Blacks to the Queen of the Whites. Forbes had the girl baptised and 
renamed her after himself and his ship and named her Sara Forbes Bonetta. 
When she was presented to the Queen, she was supposedly impressed with her 
manner and character, which led her to agree to sponsor her education. 
She officially became a member of the royal household and lived with the 
family of a missionary in Gillingham. She regularly visited Windsor  Palace 
and she had the affection of everyone who knew her.
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In 1860, she married a wealthy merchant and philanthropist named James 
Pinson Labulo Davies. She was actually not very interested in the man but 
her guardians thought he was a suitable match. So they got married and 
had a lavish wedding with 16 bridesmaids. They moved to Sierra Leone, where 
they gave birth to four children, of whom  the oldest, whom she named 
Victoria, would be the godchild of Queen Victoria and would continue to 
enjoy royal favour. At age 36,  Princess Aina died of tuberculosis  on the 
Portuguese island of Madeira. 

The original image pertains to a painting, “Portrait Of Sarah Forbes Bonetta 
As A Child In Native African Dress” by Octavius Oakley (1851).

Majors
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Our symbol of intuition, the subconscious and the dreamworld has the 
face of a Berber man from Northern Africa in traditional clothing. The 
original plaque is a bronze plated sculpture in the Orientalist style that 
was very popular in France at the end of the 19th century.  

The Berber, or self-named “Amazigh”, are the pre-Arab indigenous peoples 
of North Africa, with communities scattered across Morocco, Algeria, 
Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Mali, Niger and Mauritania. While the Arabs arrived in 
Northern Africa after the 7th century, the Berber languages spread from 
about 3000 BC from the Nile valley towards the west into the Maghrib (also 
known as the northern African coast regions of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia 
and Libya). Their lineage can even be traced all the way to Yemen and other 
countries in the Middle East. Nowadays, many Berber identify as Muslims  
and speak Arabic as well as their own language, Tamazight.  
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The Berber / Amazigh people are long celebrated for their artistic skills 
expressed in pottery, weaving carpets and clothes, jewellery  and henna art. 
Many artists see their work, and being creative, as part of a meditative process 
called “barakah,” which they explain can be seen as a “spiritual power” or 
“power of the saints.” This concept of Barakah pre-dates the times of their 
conversion to Islam and is all about keeping bad spirits away and staying 
clear of the evil eye by using symbols, certain colours and motifs in their 
design. The Amazigh also believe that henna, oleander, sandalwood and 
myrrh have the same spiritual powers, which is why they use these to make 
tattoos or henna designs on their skin. Even their beautiful eyeliner and 
makeup is used as a traditional way of protecting oneself from spiritual 
harm.
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Our little baby riding the white horse is Madeleine de La Martinique, 
painted in 1782 by the French painter Marius-Pierre Le Masurier. This painter 
was known for painting the people of the island of Martinique, 700km 
South-East of the Dominican Republic in the Caribbean. His works are  seen 
as a catalogue  of the everyday life of the island’s inhabitants and represent  
the descendants of enslaved Africans, French colonials, people of mixed race 
and natives. But it is not only about just depicting people on an island. The 
artist focussed on showing the mixing of races and what that would look 
like on Martinique. 
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The original painting of Madeleine de la Martinique has vivid colours,  
representing the luxurious nature of the Martinique tropics, with plenty of 
fruits and flowers surrounding them. The reason why the artist chose to 
paint her is likely not only as an anthropological statement of testimony 
but also to present her  in France as a curiosity. Vitiligo, especially in  someone 
of African descent, had never been seen before, so this rarity could be seen as 
“interesting” to  the European gaze.
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The angel blowing the horn is a Moor, also from an orientalist painting by 
Ludwig Deutsch. In the original image, he is inspecting a piece of merchandise 
at a local North African market. The  original painting is from the year 
1883.

The praying man below is a North African man from a painting by 
Orientalist painter Ludwig Deutsch. The original scenery takes place in 1902 
in Cairo, Egypt.
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Our worldly lady is the chamber maid of the king of Loango. This 
illustration comes from a French book called “Costumes de Differents Pays” or 
“Costumes of Different Countries”, where the Canadian-French writer Jacques 
Grasset de Saint-Sauveur (1757-1810) documented the different clothing 
styles of cultures around the world.  Other members of her Loango society 
share  the same illustration book; a Loango lady breastfeeding her child 
and the Mad-Loango (king of Loango).  

We could not discover the name of the maid, but we do know that the 
Kingdom of Loango (also known as Lwããgu ) was a pre-colonial African state 
that existed during the 16th to 19th centuries in what is now the western 
part of the Republic of the Congo. The foundation of the Loango kingdom 
goes back all the way to at least 1485, when it was founded by the Vili / Bavili 
people. According to oral legend,  the Vili migrated from the Nguunu Kingdom 
to the coast during the 1300’s. They were a matrilineal society, meaning that 
all their kinship is traced through their maternal line. Any inheritance of 
property, names and titles come from their mother’s lineage.
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The Loango people believed in a god whom they called “Sambian Ponge.” 
In the modern Kikongo language, also known as “Nzambi a Mpgungu”. They 
also believed in several types of deities that they called “Nkisi” that were 
neither good nor bad but each had their own place in nature. Locals may 
have their own Nkisi and new Nkisi are  created all the time. A nkisi could 
also travel between people. The nkisi were said to compete for authority 
and they would be judged by the people for their effectiveness. Priests called 
Enganga Mokisi would have ceremonies in order to make a connection 
with a divinity. They would allow the divinity to possess them in order to 
receive messages and revelations for the community or the household that  
requested the ceremony. 

The Vili would use power figures called the Nkisi nkondi as a charm. The 
figure is carved from wood into the shape of a human form or that of an 
animal, such as a dog (nkisi kozo), often with many nails or pins covering 
them. A spiritual specialist would activate these figures through chants, 
prayers and by prepping sacred substances that  are aimed at curing physical, 
social and spiritual ailments. These Nkisi Nkondi had a great spiritual 
importance to the Vili and other peoples in the Loango, Congo and Angola 
regions. 

Majors
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The Two of Wands’ ancestor is a young Beja soldier from Somalia. In Somali, 
the word “waranle” means warrior, carrying his “waran” and “gaashan” (spear 
and shield). In Somali society, there is prestige in the position of waranle. 
Our Two of Wands is the king of all that he surveys. He has the world in 
the palm of his hand, standing on the pinnacle  of his achievement and 
looking down upon his success. A master of  his expanding domain. Being in 
an advantageous position.

All Somali males were considered to have warrior potential. This goes 
back thousands of years, starting with Somali civilization in the prehistoric 
Land of Punt from 2500 - 1500 BC. The Somalis had a military alliance with 
the Kingdom of Kush and the Kingdom of Punt against ancient Egypt. As a 
result, a culture of military readiness  developed from a long and successful 
history of foreign expansion, colonial occupation, domestic conflict and 
wars with neighbouring countries. 
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One example of the many legendary Somali empires is the Ajuran empire 
that existed from the 13th - 17th century. They were very skilled in warfare, 
making strategic trading connections and alliances. The Ajuran empire 
dominated the Indian Ocean trade and was  aggressive towards foreign 
invaders. Trading routes dating from the ancient and early mediaeval  
periods flourished with ships sailing to and coming from many kingdoms and 
empires all over Asia, Africa and Europe. They traded with the Chinese Ming 
Dynasty, the Portuguese, the Ottoman empire in Turkey, and the Venetian 
Empire (Venice Italy) to name a few. 

The Ajurans also left an extensive architectural legacy of advanced 
castles, fortresses, a number of pillar tomb fields, necropolises and ruined 
cities.
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A  Kuba, or Bakuba, man from the interior or Congo, wearing the 
traditional dress of the kuba.   He is the general counsel  of the king, called 
the Kimi Kambu. 

The Kuba have a rich culture with beautiful expressions of art through 
dance and masks. The kingdom of Kuba existed from 1625 until 1900 and 
consisted of 16 different ethnic Bantu speaking groups.  The kingdom was a 
federation of chiefdoms, each ruled by a chief and two or three chief counsel  
that represented  the general population and noble clans. All these clans 
were able to unite because of a common culture, a group feeling, a royal 
army and a common administration. 

The Kuba have 20 different types of masks that are seen as the physical 
embodiment of spirits. Three of these types are Mwaash Amboy, Bwoom and 
Ngaady a Mwaash and are property of the royal family. These masks are used 
during public ceremonies and  to initiate  rituals. The mask wearers would 
play out the story of creation where the mask Bwoom would represent the 
nature spirit Ngeesh, Ambooy would be his brother and the two of them 
would battle for the ownership of Ngaady a Mwaash, which is the wife and 
sister of Ngeesh. Nature spirits and the spirits of dead kings are the main 
subjects in Bakuba spirituality. 
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The Kuba have a rich culture with artistic expressions like the production 
of tapestries with elaborate Bakuba motives. One particular cloth called  
Velours du Kasaï, or Kasaï velvet, was originally made with beaten wooden 
bark or Raffia palm and would ideally be made by a weaver who is pregnant. 

The Bakuba had wooden sculptures, an “Ndop”, of their Kings carrying a 
weapon in his left hand. The sculpture would carry the king’s royal charm. 
If anything happened to the king during battle, a similar wound would be 
found on the ndop sculpture. The ndop was kept in the woman’s storage and 
when one of the women of the king’s harem was giving birth, it was placed 
next to her to help her have a safe delivery. After the king’s death, it would 
house the king’s life force. The ndop would then be replaced by  a storage 
room and would only be exhibited on occasions. 

Wands
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In this image, you can see three women from different cultures in the 
Senegambia area. The first lady is from the island of Gorée and the city of St. 
Louis in Senegal. The city is located on the northern coast, near the border 
of Mauritania. They were also called a “signare”, which indicates they were 
of both French and African origin. Due to their mixed origins, they usually 
had access to individual assets, status and power in the hierarchy of the 
Atlantic slave trade. The women were able to become entrepreneurs on their 
own, sometimes even by  trading in enslaved people. This created a thriving 
female bourgeoisie in Saint Louis. Marriages between African women and 
European men were  governed by local law but as European men would rarely 
stay in Gorée permanently, marriages were often in a state of flux. When 
married to a European man, women would help him  handle their affairs and  
transactions and earn economic and social status in their community. In  
this way, women of lower social status could gain power in the community. 
If a signare learned that her European husband would indeed not return 
after leaving Gorée, they would remarry without losing their social status.
At set times during the day, the businesswomen would promenade through 
the city, wearing their lavish dresses to flaunt their wealth.
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There have been many very influential and wealthy signares, to the  point 
that sometimes the Portuguese Crown would look for ways to remove them 
from  their wealth or dismantle their power. 

The lady in the middle is a member of the Fula, Fulani or Fulbe people. 
The Fula are primarily Muslim and are   scattered throughout many parts 
of West Africa, like in Nigeria, Mali, Guinea, Cameroon, Senegal and Niger. 
They are descended from nomads from both North African and sub-saharan  
Africa. The Fula were the first group in West Africa to convert to Islam 
through jihads, or holy wars. Central to the Fulani people’s lives  is a code 
of behaviour, which they call Pulaaku, that helps them maintain their 
identity across boundaries and changes of lifestyle. It is sometimes referred 
to as “fulaniness.” Pulaaku consists of four basic elements.

 • Munyal: patience, self control, discipline, prudence 
 • Gacce/semteende:  modesty, respect for others (including foes),
 • Hakkile: wisdom, forethought, personal responsibility, hospitality
 • Sagata/ tiinaade: courage, hard work
The third lady is also a Fula woman but from the borders of Senegambia, 

which is present day Senegal and Gambia. 
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In the year 1905, located in Guinea , West Africa, Fulani chief Almamy de 
Timba and his wives were pictured by photographer François-Edmond Fortier. 
In the middle, you see Almamy de Timba, standing with his wives by his side. In 
Fulani family life, one’s family includes their next of kin and also extended 
family. Groups of families  tend to live and join in work efforts. 

Almamy and his family lived in the Fouta Djalon highland region in the 
heart of Guinea. They sometimes call this area “the water tower of West 
Africa” because of the heavy rain that falls during the rainy season between 
June and October. The landscape is majestically lush, green and full of 
waterfalls. The Fulani in this area are settled with cattle and cultivate the 
lands. This area is densely populated because of its fertile land .  
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The chief of Toumanea, also in Guinea, is sitting on his horse while 
being accompanied by two griots who are carrying their lute. The village 
of Toumanea used to be an important village for trade caravans to pass 
through. 
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The ancestor in this image was a mandingo hunter from Upper Guinee. 
His picture was taken in 1905. The mandingo were mostly hunting oriented 
peoples.  Hunters from the Ghana Empire founded the Mandinka country in 
Manden.
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No ancestors to see here, just some wands on an African hillside. Enjoy 
the view!

Tazama African Tarot’s
ancestors of the cards

eight of wands

Eight of Wands

Wands



48

Back to
Index

The ancestor in Nine  of Wands is a Kanembu spearman. The Kanembu are 
an ethnic  group living in Chad, Niger and Nigeria. In the spirit of the Nine  
of Wands, you have to watch yourself and your projects. You might have to 
watch your back and keep healthy boundaries. Kanembu soldiers were known 
for their ability to protect their empire from outside forces and quickly 
learn  from new influences, be it attackers from neighbouring states, from 
Arab countries or from European countries. This agility enabled them to 
survive for as long as they did. To this day, they are more influential than 
government authorities. 

Tazama African Tarot’s
ancestors of the cards

nine of wands

Nine of Wands

Wands



49

Back to
Index

Tazama African Tarot’s
ancestors of the cards

nine of wands

The Kanembu are the descendants of the Kanem-Bornu empire, which 
was a dominant power in central and  North Africa for a thousand years, 
originating in the 8th century from nomadic peoples. This empire was a 
wealthy state, enriched by trade relationships across the Sahara with North 
African and  Arab merchants, their camel caravans reaching up to  the holy 
city of Mekkah. This Kanem Bornu empire was remarkable because of its size 
and  longevity. 

Due to their North African and  Arab contacts, they started to convert to 
Islam mid 13th century. Their practice is Islam mixed with African traditional 
beliefs. 

Wands
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Our Ten of Wands is Al-Hajj Omar, born in the Futa Toro near the town 
of Podar on the Senegal River in 1794. He is part of the Toucouleur people, 
also called Tukulor or Haalpulaar, who are a West African ethnic group 
native to the Futa Tooro region of Senegal. There are smaller communities 
in Mali and Mauritania. They speak the Pulaar language and are distinct 
from but related to the Fula, Wolof and Serer people.

His father was a Moslem teacher. Young Omar was educated by prominent 
Moslem scholars of the Tijaniyya brotherhood, one of whom persuaded 
him to make the pilgrimage to Mecca in 1826. The pilgrimage, and Omar’s 
subsequent sojourn in Mecca, was the turning point in his life. 

In 1849, Omar was forced to move to the town of Dinguiray near the 
headwaters of the Niger River, from where he launched a series of small 
wars against the local non-Moslem states.
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By 1852, Omar believed his forces were sufficiently strong to declare holy 
war against all those who would not accept Islam, and later even against 
Muslims  who would not acknowledge Muslim  teachings. 

He later became a political leader, an Islamic scholar, and a military 
commander who founded a brief empire encompassing much of what is now 
Guinea, Senegal, and Mali. The Toucouleur Empire he founded existed between 
1861 and 1890. 
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The page of the wands’ original image states “A Sais.” A sais is a servant 
responsible for the horses. The word stems from Arabic which means 
stableman or groom. It can also mean “to tend a horse.”  Illustrated in 
the year 1875 along the river nile. The name or other personal details of 
this Black Egyptian stableman are  unknown as the originating book “Four 
Thousand Miles of African Travel: A Personal Record of a Journey Up The 
Nile and Through the Soudan to the Confines of Central Africa, Embracing 
the Discussion on the Sources of the Nile, And and Examination of the Slave 
Trade.” was to document people. The person in the illustration was an actual 
person, but  who  exactly remains a mystery. 
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Madam Yoko or Mammy Yoko (ca. 1849–1906), was a leader of the Mende 
people in Sierra Leone. Combining advantageous lineage, shrewd marriage 
choices and the power afforded her by  the secret Sande society, Yoko became a 
leader of considerable influence. She expanded the Mende Kingdom and at the 
time of her death, she was the ruler of the vast Kpa Mende Confederacy. Madam 
Yoko, originally called Soma, was born around 1849 in the Gbo Chiefdom. She 
changed her name to Yoko at her Sande initiation ceremony, during which 
time she became known for her graceful dancing. Yoko’s first marriage, which 
was unsuccessful, was to a man named Gongoima.

After leaving Gongoima, Yoko’s second husband was Gbenjei, Chief of Taiama. 
Although Yoko remained childless, Gbenjei made her his head wife, giving her 
economic power within her household. Following Gbenjei’s death, Yoko married 
Gbanya Lango. In 1875, Gbanya was detained by British colonial officials. Yoko 
went directly to appeal for her husband’s release. Following this incident, 
Gbanya made Yoko his head wife and began sending her on diplomatic missions. 
With the Sande, Yoko was able to wield significant power, among  women 
and Mende society as a whole. As a leader in this secret women’s society, she 
made political alliances and took younger initiates as “wards,” later marrying 
them into other lineages. In 1878, following her third husband’s death, Yoko 
became the chief of Senehun. By 1884, she was officially recognized as “Queen 
of Senehun.”See the medal she received from Queen Victoria.
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The mighty knight on his horse is the horseman of the guard of the ruler 
of the Djerma states in what is currently Southwest  Niger. Many people of 
the Djerma are also found in neighbouring Nigeria and Benin. His armour 
and that of his horse are quilted. The Djerma horse was a special breed of 
horse. It has a light build and a dark brown colour and was considered 
a sign of wealth. They were held in  high esteem in this part of Africa. The 
owners would adorn the horse with colourful fabrics, fringes and braids. The 
riders would adorn themselves too, and wear royal colours like burgundy, 
red, purple and blue. The horse was a small horse but a very fast runner . 
As  the horses usually have a good temperament, they  could also be used by 
children and women. 

The Djerma are referred to as Zerma, Zaberma, Djerma, and Jerma, but 
Zarma is the term that the people use for themselves. 
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from Islamic historical documentation after the 8th century. The Arabs  
already traded with the Zarma before the 8th century and this profitable 
trade was a motivation to colonise  this area. As the Zarma people converted 
to Islam, this caused the trade with North African  Muslims to increase 
and adding to the wealth of the Zarma and their chiefs. In general, the 
Zarma have a less strict practice of Islam and have in many ways resisted the 
full conversion experience. And although about 80% of the Zarma consider 
themselves to be  Muslim, and 2% Christian, traditional African spiritual 
systems serve as an unrecognized grounding belief for all Zarma. One of the 
African  traditions is the ritual of the naming day ceremony of children, 
where prayers are bestowed upon the newborn after 7 days of birth.  

Wands
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The original “king” of Wands was, in real life, the most inspirational and 
iconic woman. She is one  of the greatest female activists and politicians from 
Lagos, Nigeria. Her name was Alimotu Pelewura, born in 1865, of Yoruba 
descent, from a wealthy polygamous Muslim family in Lagos. 

Like her mother, she became a fish seller on the market, and quite a 
successful one at that. Although she was illiterate and not formally 
educated, she founded the Lagos Market Women’s Association in the mid 
1920’s and served as its  president until her death in 1951. The association 
pushed for women’s rights and helped to spread a sense of nationalism in a 
time colonised  by the British.  

In the 1930’s, the government decided to move the Ereko Market. In protest, 
Pelewura and local women physically blocked this relocation, which led 
her to get arrested. The market women rallied in her support and got her 
and other  detainees released. In 1939, she became a member of the Nigerian 
Union of Young Democrats and spoke publicly during rallies of the Nigerian 
National Democratic Party. From then on, Pelemura contributed a great deal 
by fighting against market women’s taxation and  unfair price regulation in 
produce. 
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Pelewura was given the honorary title of  “Erelu of the Common 
People” in 1947 by Falolu, the Oba (King) of Lagos, for radically representing 
and fighting for the interests of women. “Erelu” is a chieftaincy  exclusively 
for women, the highest position for a woman  to achieve in Nigeria. Like 
a true king of wands, Alimotu was an inspiring, courageous and powerful 
leader. Some might even say she is one of the greatest women in the history 
of Nigeria. 

On March 10, 1951, close to 10,000 people showed up for her funeral. On 
Lagos Island, a market was named after Pelewura in 1981.
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This particular man was a goat herder from the Liberian countryside. Goat 
farming is a core asset in rural households and farms in Liberia. Although 
his exact identity is unknown, we can derive from his clothing and the 
dagger he is carrying that he is from one of the largest  ethnic groups in 
Liberia, the Kpelle people. The Kpelle used to live in North Sudan during the 
16th century, but due to the Sudanic empire falling apart, they fled to parts 
of Mali, Mauritania, Chad and Liberia. 

There is some belief in forest spirits, the ancestors and God but the Kpelle 
religion is more focused on secret medicine societies. The High God who 
created the world, and then retired, is the deity “May yala.” This god, May 
Yala, is believed to bless the children and bless the family to make them 
fruitful, always be healthy and have good luck. As the two cups this spirit 
stands for healthy and loving relationships.
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This image that inspired this card is from an illustrated book called 
“Travels in the Timmannee, Kooranko and Soolima Countries, 1825” by 
Africa explorer, Alexander Gordon Laing (1793-1826). In the image you see 
the Soolima female dancer, of whom he described the following:

“The females were to be seen in groups ready decked for the evening 
dance… The wool, or hair, was divided, and arranged into a number of small 
balls, which were tipt, or surmounted, by beads, cowries, and pieces of red 
cloth, the interstices being smeared nearly an inch thick with fresh butter, 
adopted as a substitute for palm-oil; the ankles and wrists were beautifully 
ornamented with strings of pound beads of various colours, laced tightly 
together in depth of about fifteen or twenty strings. The public dancing and 
singing women were distinguished from the others by the profusion of their 
head ornaments;  their large gold ear-rings shaped like a heart, and rich 
silk or taffeta cloths and shawls, the latter of which, suspended from the 
shoulders, and supported on the arms, were brought into graceful action 
in the dance”

I mean, this man was basically describing sisters knotting up their 
moisturised  bantu knots, wearing gold hoops, dancing, singing, and having 
an amazing time.
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An orange seller in the city of Cairo in the year 1892. The Austrian painter 
Ludwig Deutsch found the anonymous seller sitting there, on the ground, in 
the hot and humid streets  of Cairo, Egypt. There were many orange sellers to 
be found in the streets of Cairo. Many of them were, just like him, of Nubian 
or Cushitic descent.

Oranges are still  one of the top export products of Egypt as orange trees are 
planted nationwide. Egypt enjoys the advantage of being able to harvest 2 to 3 
weeks earlier than competitors in the world, making Egypt one of the world’s 
largest producers. The production of Egypt’s oranges relies on irrigation from 
the Nile river. The mud deposited by the Nile provides the nitrogen compounds 
needed to make the oranges as nutritious as they can be. 
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Of this ancestor, carrying the heavy load on her back is of Somali  descent. 
Which group she belongs to and which background or religion she has is 
unknown. She is wearing the Somali traditional dress “guntiino” and her 
upper body is covered by a shawl called “garbarsaar” made of white or red 
cotton. 
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Same origin as that of the Strength card. 
Both ladies are members of the Wanyamuezi people. (See the “strength ” 

card for full reference. )The Nyamwezi people have this etiquette where they 
welcome friends or strangers. Drums would beat anytime a visitor would 
arrive or depart. When a woman of inferior status meets a superior, she 
drops on one knee and bows her head, where the lady of superior rank will 
place her hand on her shoulder, acknowledging her and whispering  a few 
words in her ear, after which they rise and continue to talk freely.
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A lady of mixed ethnicity, a creole from Senegal to be precise, also known 
as a “signare”. She is wearing a mourning costume. The first signares in 
Senegal came from Portuguese men and African women.  See the four wands 
for further details about Signares from Goree Island in Senegal. 
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Eight of Cups was inspired by an orientalist painting titled “At the Mosque” 
by Ludwig Deutsch that he made in Paris in 1895. The man in the painting 
is wearing lavish garments and red slippers, standing with his eyes closed, 
perhaps contemplating his life and situation next to the entrance of a 
mosque. Beautiful arabesque blue tiles against the wall behind him, an Arabic 
instrument (the  lute), and a beautifully carved wooden chest next to him.
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Our 9 of Cups is a beautiful Fulani chief. The picture was taken around the 
year 1900 in Dakar, present day Senegal. The Fulani are one of the largest 
ethnic groups in the Sahel and West Africa. Fulani are also known as “Fula,” 
“Peul” or “Fulbe.” Fulani are mainly nomadic herders and traders. They have 
established numerous trade routes in West Africa. Oftentimes  the Fulani go 
to markets, interact with people, learn  all kinds of news and hear-say, then 
spread  the news through many parts of West Africa. 
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This African lady is a member of the Bambara, a branch of the Mandé/
Mandingo ethnic group throughout West Africa, mostly in the Senegambia 
and regions, in countries like Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso and Senegal. The 
Bamara originated as a royal section of the Mandinka people. They were 
the  founders of the Mali Empire in the 13th  century. Both Mandinga and 
Bambara are part of the Mandé ethno-linguistic group, whose divergence is 
dated to at least about 7,000 years ago.

Her name was Sira, and she requested that the artist  draw her. She is 
sitting there, fiercely gazing at the onlooker, on a grass mat, wearing a 
hand woven silk dress. Her head wrap is made of madras cloth (a large silk 
or cotton kerchief usually of bright colours that is often worn as a turban), 
and she rocks  golden hoops in her ears. Her cheeks show scarification that 
in her culture is  seen as decorative, an adornment. It was seen as a component 
of a girl’s coming of age, both physically and spiritually.
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The original image was made around 1885, depicting this beautiful Beja/
Bisharin man.

The Beja are people from the deserts of Sudan. The  people of Beja have been 
residents of the East Sudan deserts for 4000 years. The Beja have lived in 
large areas between the Egyptian border, Eritrea and Eastern Sudan. During 
Roman times, the Beja were referred to as “Blemmyes”, as “Bugas” in Axumite 
inscriptions in Ethiopia and since mediaeval  times as Beja. The majority of 
the Beja speak the  Beja language with  their mother. A Cushitic branch of 
the Afro-asiatic language families. In Eritrea and South Sudan, many of the 
Beja speak Arab or Tigre. 

The Beja were early adopters of Christianity, as they were Christians 
from the 10th century. Making them very early adopters of Christianity. 
At the beginning  of the 15th century,  the Arabs had conquested big parts 
of Northern Africa and even the South of Spain. Also in Africa, the Arabs 
knew to expand, which caused the Beja to convert to Islam as well. The 
Beja actually participated in the further Islamization of Sudan, moving it 
southward.
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The Beja called their natural hair style Tiffa. Before the 20th century, it 
was considered a disgrace to cut your hair short.The hairstyle was supposedly 
the inspiration for African Americans in the 60’s to model their Afro hairdo. 
Beja people are also known to wear colourful amulets made of straw, ostrich 
feathers, and beads intended to ward off evil spirits. They are often given as 
a gift to keep loved ones safe.
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A horseman from the  Sokoto  Cavalry. The Sokoto Caliphate existed between 
1804-1903 as a Sunni Muslim caliphate in Nigeria. The name Sokoto is the 
modern version of the local name Sakkwato, which originated from  the Arabic 
word “sooq,” which means “market” in English. The Sokoto Caliphate was an 
important location for Islamic learning in Nigeria. The  Sultan is the head of 
the  Caliphate and also the spiritual leader of Nigerian  Muslims. 
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As part of the Sokoto Caliphate, the horseman played his part during the 
Fulani jihads after defeating the Hausa Kingdoms in Northern Nigeria. The 
Battle of Kano was an important battle between the Sokoto Caliphate and the 
British Empire. Despite their efforts, the British took over the city of Sokoto, 
which is now known as part of northern Nigeria. 
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The Island of Madagascar, is situated in the Indian Ocean South West 
of the African continent. This island has many sub-islets and the island 
of Nosy Bé (meaning “big island” in their language, Malagasy), is one of the 
main sub-islets of Madagascar.  

The Sakalava and the Antakarana are the main ethnicities that live in this 
region. In the last two centuries, the populations of both Nosy Be and the 
rest of Madagascar  became more multicultural when Indian and European 
foreigners, whom  they refer to as “vazaha,” settled on the island. 
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Our Queen of Cups is from the islet of Nosy Be and is part of the Sakalava 
people. The  Sakalava people of Nosy Bé have such a distinct and colourful 
culture. Among works of art and crafts like the making of basketries, 
embroidery  and clothes the Sakalava have these  beautiful hairstyles that 
are made with so much love and inspiration. Different styles may vary with 
age, marital status, circumstances, and occasions. There are hairstyles for 
weddings, ritual demonstrations, celebrations and mourning. It’s not  just 
the women, from the little girls and boys to the elderly ladies and gentlemen, 
everyone has their own different hairstyles.  They combine   braids with buns 
and knots, then add  jewellery  and laces to make their dressing complete. 
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The king of Cups was inspired by this illustration from 1875 of a King of 
New Calabar, of the Kalabari Kingdom in modern day Nigeria. Amachree IV 
(also known as Amakiri or Abbe Princewill) ruled Calabar from 1863-1900. 

The Kalabari kingdom, also called Elem Kalabari, was situated in the 
Eastern Niger  Delta region of Nigeria. This king ruled over the Ljaw/Ljo 
people. Elem Kalabari became a large kingdom of 35 settlements. The people 
of Elem Kalabari originally worshipped the goddess Owemenakaso (or 
Awamenakaso, Akaso), the mother of all the deities of the Kalabari clan, 
even when individual settlements had their own local gods and goddesses. 
She opposed war and bloodshed, and the Kalabari later claimed she was the 
sister of the British goddess Brittana, who ruled the seas.
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Our two of swords  ancestor is a man from Rwanda rocking the traditional 
Rwandan hairstyle “Amasunzu”. This hairstyle represented a role or stage 
in the lives  of both men and women. When warriors wore it, it symbolised  
strength and bravery. Women can wear this style of hair too, to show they are  
eligible for marriage. Once married, they would grow their hair back freely 
(gutega urugori) signifying her marital status. It was a way of beautifying 
the body and part of Rwandan etiquette. The style would reflect power and 
class. Powerful leaders and nobles wore the hairstyle as well. 
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With a sharp blade, an “umushyo,” the hair gets cut. Some parts of the hair 
are  cut sideways, some towards the middle, and some parts upwards into a 
crescent shape. Like with the Two of Swords, you have to choose the direction 
as your path may not seem so straight forward. You have to contemplate 
your next move. You have built armour around yourself, but you might need 
to put your armour down. The direction is not always clear and you might 
have to consider two options. 
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Rather than using a regular heart. Here we used the Adinkra symbol 
Sankofa, meaning “Return and get it”, a symbol of  the importance of learning 
from the past. To go and get back what  we have forgotten. To know your 
history and to fetch what is at risk of getting left behind. It implies critical 
examination  and patient investigation that asks for a certain kind of 
wisdom. Wisdom that can also be applied to love in a three swords kind of 
situation. 

Author Adolph H. Agbo wrote a book titled “Values of Adinkra  Symbols” 
teaching the meanings of these Akan symbols, drawn by the Gyaman people 
of Ghana and Ivory Coast. 
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A boy that is from the kuba/bakuba people, same as the man in the 3 of 
swords.  The Kuba people originate from the Kingdom of Bakuba, also known 
as Bakongo or Bashongo, in central Africa, which is now partly Congo and  
partly Angola. In the original image,  the boy is standing in front of Kimi 
Kambu, a general counsel  of the king. The boy could be Kimi Kambu’s son or 
one of the king’s sons . 
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A Somalian guard from the end of the 19th century, carrying a spear, 
a shield and a dagger. From the Migdaan people, to be exact. The spear and 
shield were the most commonly used weapons  for a  Somali soldier.
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The spear would be anointed with a poison called “ouabain,” which is a 
toxin derived from a plant that is native to Eastern Africa. Around his neck 
the guard is wearing a “Qardhasso”, it has an inscription from the Qur’an 
and is worn to ward off the evil eye and negative spirits.
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The man on the left is Mandingo from West Africa. People from this 
clan live mostly in Gambia, Senegal and Guinea -Bissau. The Mandinka are 
descendants of the Mali Empire, who rose to power in the 13th century 
under the rule of Sundiata Keita. The name Mandinka is derived from the 
region Manden.  The “ka” meaning “inhabitant of.” Manden means child of 
the hippopotamus. (“Man” meaning hippopotamus and “den” child.)

The lady on the right is a Fula / Fulani / Fulbe woman but from the borders of 
Senegambia, which is present day Senegal and Gambia. The Fulani are thought 
to be the largest nomadic ethnic group in the world. The Fulani people came 
to the Senegambian region during the great Ghana Empire, originating from 
Senegal, Guinea and Mali, and settling in the Gambia in the 1800s. 

Tazama African Tarot’s
ancestors of the cards

Six of Swords

Six of Swords

Swords



81

Back to
Index

A Nubian guard from another painting by Austrian painter, Ludwig 
Deutsch, called “The Tribute.” Our Nubian ancestor is guarding the gate of 
the Mosque of Sultan Hassan in Cairo. The mosque is monumental and was 
opened  to the  public in 1359. The people walking in from the left have 
tributes to give as an offering to the mosque. The  identity of the guard 
that the painter observed in Cairo remains anonymous. 
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 On the west coast of Africa, neighbouring Eritrea and Somalia, we found 
this young woman from  Ethiopia. She is wearing an Ethiopian Christian cross 
around her neck. The Ethiopian cross has a beautiful interlaced pattern 
which stands for everlasting life. 
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The Ethiopian church is one of the largest and oldest Christian churches 
in the world, having adopted it as a state religion since 330 AD, although 
the first reference to  the first introduction of Christianity was mentioned 
in the New Testament as early as the 1st century AD.
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A little African American boy in worn down clothes and shoes, pictured 
somewhere in the early 19th century. Most likely, they were still enslaved 
and working on the plantation. A heartbreaking sight and one can only 
imagine the pain he has endured already at this young age. 
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Although not very visible, she is there. She is a Bakutu / Mongo woman 
wearing a Konga (also known as Ekonga, Mongo, Kutu, or Kota), made by 
Mongo smiths. a leg jewellery  made of Bronze that women would wear in 
the central part of Congo, that also testified to the husband’s wealth. The 
Mongo people have a religion that is focussed mainly on their ancestors 
and believes  in nature spirits that helped the Mongo with fertility, health 
and prosperity. Divination and magic were also part of their belief system. 

The picture was shot in the 1950’s by a Belgian photographer working for 
a Belgian agency called Congopresse.
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An illustration dated between 1800-1899. From the Anziku kingdom - also 
called the Teke Kingdom or Kingdom of Tyo - north of the Congo river and 
close to the Malebo pool. The name Anziku comes from “Anziku Nziku,” which 
means “to run”, referring to the people running to the border to protect the 
interior from incoming threats. The Anziku’s were known to be courageous 
and excellent warriors.
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A lancer of the Sultan of Begharmi in Sudan. Begharmi was on the eastern 
shores of Lake Chad in the Central Savanna.

The illustration was engraved in 1839. The engraving shows a cavalryman 
holding a lance in quilted armour sitting on a horse also in quilted armour. 
The author of the book described how the horseman was “clothed in a yellow 
wadded jacket, with a scarlet cap, and mounted on the horse, which was 
one of the finest horses I had seen; and covered with a scarlet cloth, also 
wadded.”

The kingdom of Bagirmi emerged to the southeast of Kanem-Borno in 
the sixteenth century. This Islamic kingdom experienced periods of strength 
and weakness; when strong, it aggressively expanded its territory, but when 
weak, it was subjugated temporarily by neighbouring states. Wadai was a non-
Muslim sultanate (or kingdom) that emerged to the northeast of Bagirmi in 
the sixteenth century as an offshoot of Darfur (Darfur Province in present-
day Sudan).
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Our Queen of Swords is a Fanti woman from the Gold Coast. The picture was 
taken in 1916, wearing traditional Fanti attire. 

Fante, also spelled Fanti, people of the southern coast of Ghana between 
Accra and Sekondi-Takoradi. They speak a dialect of Akan, a language of the 
Kwa branch of the Niger-Congo language family. Oral tradition states that the 
Fante migrated from Techiman (or Tekyiman), in what is now the northwestern 
Asante region, during the 17th century; they established several autonomous 
kingdoms that later joined in the Fante confederacy.
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The Fante have a dual lineage system. Matrilineal descent determines 
membership in clans and their localised  segments. Every lineage has a ceremonial 
stool in which resides important ancestral spirits, whose worship is a prominent 
feature of Fante religion. Patrilineal descent governs the inheritance of spiritual 
attributes and also determines membership in the asafo, a military organisation. 
Allegiance to the asafo takes precedence over that to the matrilineage.
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The image of our King of Swords is  Prince Dom Nicolau (1830-1860), prince 
of the old Kingdom of Kongo. The original image was made on a visit to 
Portugal, to Queen Maria II, when  the prince was not even 20 years old. The 
evidence of this visit was found in an engraving by a Lisbon artist, whose  
exact image was used in our King of Swords card. 

This king was s the  first African leader to protest against colonisation  
and act against Westernization. His Kongolese name was Misakai mia Nim. At 
his birth, the Portuguese had invaded Western Africa and had an advantage 
in  the  trade in the area due to a military hold, which made  kingdoms like 
the Kingdom of Kongo very dependent on  the Portuguese. 
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The King received education in Portugal, as it was mandatory for children 
of the king and his  heirs to be educated in Portugal. While he received his 
education, he also became aware of the serious issues in the relationship 
between the Portuguese and the  people of the Kingdom of Kongo.  When his 
father, King Henry II, died, a conflict arose about who would succeed the 
throne. When the new king was announced, the  new king swore allegiance 
to the King of Portugal. 

rince Dom Nicolau was very displeased, as he saw that the new king was 
more concerned about his own benefit than the welfare of his own people. 
The prince’s story did not end well. He wrote letters of protest to the Kings 
of Portugal and  Brazil to express his concerns. Unfortunately, the news 
leaked to a local newspaper that falsely tagged him as a traitor. The rumours 
spread through the kingdom, angering the locals, which resulted in the 
prince getting killed. 
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WHO TAKES THE CAKE?
This gorgeous man, dancing with a top hat and a cane, is from the New 

Circus called The Cake Walk, which they used to also call the Negro Dance. 
>> Le Cake-Walk.”Danse au Nouveau Cirque, LES NEGRES. << The original picture 
dates back to the year 1903. 

The Cakewalk seems to have begun in the days of slavery, when black 
folks strutted along in a fanciful manner in imitation of formal white 
dancing. The cakewalk or cake walk then developed to this form of ”prize 
walks” (dance contests with a cake awarded as the prize) held in the mid-
19th century, generally at get-togethers on black slave plantations before 
and after emancipation in the Southern United States. Alternative names 
for the original form of the dance were “chalkline-walk”, and the “walk-
around”. At the conclusion of a performance of the original form of the 
dance in an exhibit at the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, an 
enormous cake was awarded to the winning couple. 
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But the cakewalk was more than a recreational dance; it also gave a chance 
for black people to ridicule those who tyrannised  them. The dancers would 
dress up in their finest clothes and parodied the mannerisms and dancing 
of the white Southern elite. White people did not notice the mockery but in 
fact loved the show so much that it became a regular routine in minstrel 
shows, a type of variety show where white people performed in blackface. 
During these performances, the cakewalk became a grotesque event, where 
the costumes became outrageously colourful and gaudy.

The blackface performance presented the dance as a ridiculous and 
unsuccessful attempt to mock their culture. 
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Three ladies from the Fulani peoples in Senegal, photographed by Edmond 
Fortier at the beginning of the 20th century.  The women and child remain 
anonymous.  The Fulbe people are also known as Fula, Foulah, Fulbe, Fulani, 
Peul and Peuhl. They are one of the largest ethnic groups in the Sahel and 
West Africa.

The Fulani were originally nomadic pastoral people, depending on their 
livestock , living Scattered from Senegal to the Cameroon grasslands. They are 
known for their beautifully decorated bowls, woven blankets, embroidered 
textiles, creative hairstyles and personal adornment. Fulani art usually 
has  geometrical shapes and motifs and the use of colours black yellow and 
white, similar to the garments that the ladies are wearing in the picture. 
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An  illustration of a “Zouave Sénégalais” created between 1800-1899. The 
Zouaves were a class of light infantry regiments of the French Army serving 
between 1830 and 1962 in what was the  French North Africa. Along with 
the Tirailleurs, the Zouaves were among the most decorated units of the 
French Army. They have fought mainly in North Africa but were also present 
during fights in World War 1 on the side battling for France.

Also During the  Second  World  War, 300,000 Arabs and Africans fought 
for France and tens of thousands were killed.The way the Zouave was used in 
the four of pentacles card, holding on to his coins on his head and standing 
on them with his feet, holding on to his riches while being outside of the 
boundaries of his town. His coins being the only thing to hold on to, but 
also being content with all he has. 
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Like  the Hanged Man, the original image is an illustration from 1835 of  
enslaved plantation workers somewhere in Brazil. The image is titled “Slave 
Couple” and designed by Johann Moritz Rugendas, who was a German painter 
who painted  landscapes and ethnographic subjects in several countries in 
the Americas. 

From 1822 to 1825, as part of the Langsdorff expedition, Rugendas depicted 
black people living in Brazil. The artist was part of a movement called 
tropical romanticism. This movement challenged the dichotomy between 
nature and civilization and considered places such as colonial Brazil to 
be “a harmonious environment of racial mixing.” As the Five of Pentacles 
pertains to the hardship that creates stress and anxiety. Feeling less than 
secure and barely getting by. The illustration’s meaning matches the meaning 
of the card Five of Pentacles. 
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An  illustration dated 1853 of a man and woman from the Toucouleur/
Tokolor people in Senegal. 

 The Toucouleur are a West African ethnic group native to the Futa Tooro 
region of Senegal. There are smaller communities in Mali and Mauritania. 
They speak the Pulaar language, and are distinct from but related to the 
Fula, Wolof and Serer people.

On the left is the Marabout, a Muslim religious teacher, a scholar of the 
Qur’an. He is writing down a “grigri” on paper for the lady to the right. A 
Grigri is a written blessing that the marabout can perform to protect and 
ward off evil. The grigri is a written amulet to protect the receiver from 
harm, to charm the opposite sex, or to create desired events to take place. 
The Grigri can also come with instructions for the receiver to follow.  
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A Sudanese palace guard carrying a dagger called an Ottoman yataghan 
and a flintlock pistol around his waist. From a painting by oriëntalist, Ludwig 
Deutsch. 
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From a painting by English painter Frederick Goodall, “The Song of a Nubian 
Slave” (1863). The painter visited Egypt twice and was often found in the 
streets of Egypt, sketching his surroundings. In the original painting, we see 
a Nubian musician playing the tanbūra or “kissar”  bowl lyre of East Africa. 
A traditional instrument in Egypt. He is working hard to get the passerby’s 
attention, hoping to earn a little coin from his hard work. In our card, the 
lyre has been replaced by the hammer, working hard to create his coin.

In the Nubian village of Adindan, Egypt’s Nubians have lived together for 
decades. Their original homelands are the banks of their beloved river Nile, 
where they have cultivated the land 3000 years ago. 
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Our lady 9, of pentacles, is a scarf merchant. The original illustration 
was made in 1895 in the Kingdom of Dahomey (1600 until 1900), located in 
a coastal area in the country nowadays known as Benin. The people of the 
Dahomey kingdom were also called Danxomé and belong to the ethnic and 
language group Fon. 

The connection to make between this scarf merchant and the 9 of pentacles 
is that this lady worked hard to attain her material wealth and financial 
stability. This is a boss lady who can now sit back and enjoy the fruits of 
her labour. She is also at peace with her surroundings and environment, 
enjoying nature and appreciating  the big little things in life. 

Sadly, we do not know the scarf merchant’s name but we do know a few 
things about the Dahomey Kingdom where she came from. 

The Dahomey kingdom was famous for being  unique and distinct from the 
artistic traditions elsewhere in Africa. The arts were substantially supported 
by the king and his family, had non-religious traditions, were assembled from 
multiple different materials, and borrowed widely from other peoples in the 
region. Common art forms included wood and ivory carving, metalwork 
(including silver, iron and brass, appliqué cloth, and clay bas-reliefs). Much 
of the artwork revolved around royalty.
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Their all female military unit called the Mino or Minon. These recruits 
were selected amongst the King’s many wives, the Ahosi. European observers 
called them the Daahomey Amazons. The Dora Milaje from Black Panther 
were inspired by them. 

Their religious practice was Vodun, a religion that many enslaved people 
brought with them to the Americas.
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An African American couple from  which the original image was  made. 
1890’s by Devinney Studio, down  south in Moberly, Missouri. The man was 
wearing a black sack suit, a bow tie, and holding his hat; his wife was wearing 
a buttoned jacket with mutton sleeves and a small hat.

From the look of their dresses they must have been a wealthy couple. To 
be able to afford a portrait taken in a studio. Moberly was founded in 1866 
and named after the first president of the Chariton and Randolph county 
Railroads. From the 1860’s, the railway economy started growing rapidly 
and people flocked from all over to work in the industry. Chances are that 
these ancestors found their fortune in the railway business as well. 
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A Shuwa woman serves as our page of pentacles. The Shuwa originated 
from the Arabian peninsula, and Sudan to Nigeria. They have intermarried, 
so they are of mixed  Arab and African ancestry. The Shuwa are also called 
Baggara. The word Bagar, meaning cow, refers to the Arab tribes in West 
Africa who were cattle herders.

The Shuwa are mostly sunni muslims and observe the five pillars of Islam: 
the declaration of faith, five daily prayers, almsgiving, fasting, and a (at 
least once in a lifetime) pilgrimage to Mecca.
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The Spahi were a traditional cavalry of Algeria, inspired by the Ottoman 
empire cavalry . A prestigious corps, it was then, after the conquest of Algeria 
by France, integrated into the Armée d’Afrique, which depended on the French 
army.

The model of the Spahi cavalry corps then inspired other corps in 
metropolitan France and in other countries that were formerly French 
protectorates or possessions (Tunisia, Morocco, Senegal, etc.). Our knight of 
Pentacles was a Spahi horseman of the Dahomey people 
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The queen of pentacles has the same origin as the queen of swords. She is 
a Fante woman from the cape coast of Ghana between Accra and Sekondi-
Takoradi. These women are organised  in a matrilineal society.

Matrilineal descent determines membership in clans and their localised  
segments. Every lineage has a ceremonial stool in which resides important 
ancestral spirits, whose worship is a prominent feature of Fante religion. 
Patrilineal descent governs the inheritance of spiritual attributes and also 
determines membership in the asafo, a military organisation . 
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The original picture of our Pentacles King was taken in 1910. A  Yoruba 
ancestor from Lagos Nigeria in traditional handwoven attire called Aso-
oke. In English it means top cloth as it is the most prestigious hand-woven 
cloth of the Yoruba. 

As a Yoruba king, he brings in the spirit of his isese and channels the 
orishas.  the spirit of Olokun in particular as it gives big boss energy and 
also promises of accumulated wealth. 
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The pentacles coin that is used is the Morrocan franc, actual currency coins 
used in the 1950’s in Morrocco, Northern Africa. The coin bears a particular 
pentagram also known as the Solomon Seal. A seal that is attributed to the 
Israelite King Solomon. The seal is said to have given Solomon the power to 
command the supernatural and the ability to speak with animals. It became 
an amulet or talisman and a symbol or occult, magic and alchemy. 
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