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Many thousands of pages have been written on the origin and first spread of tarot. Instead of
summarising the main “theories”, let me start with a rather recent article, which lists the relevant
places and dates involved. 1 Two figures of that article are an excellent starting point: one is a map of
Italy with regions shadowed in two ways: dark grey, in which trionfo was known before 1452; light
grey up to 1475. The second figure is a table in which places and dates, from 1442 to 1482, are put in
order - at its bottom we find the year 1442 in correspondence with Ferrara, then on subsequent lines
we
find
Cremona/Milan/Pavia,
followed
by
Florence,
Siena,
Padua,
Bologna,
Ancona/Fabriano/Recanati, Mantua, Naples, and Rome. The initial presence in Rome is marked at
1474 and it is this date which is the most interesting here.
It is well known that the best documented initial spread of tarot refers to Ferrara. The documents of
the Este court have been preserved and studied for a long time. Recently, card historians could avail
themselves of the extraordinary works by Adriano Franceschini2 and find there further information.
A similar work on local documents has been made by Arnold Esch for Rome, with special attention
to customs data. He published several articles with new information and discussion, and recently a
whole book on the topic.3 As it occurred for Ferrara, these works about Rome have been found to be a
useful source by card historians. As far as I know, the first who used them has been Thierry Depaulis,
who stressed their relevance to the early history of tarot and made them known to card historians and
collectors.4

Figure 1 – Early spread of Trionfi (from R.S.Caldwell, The Playing-Card, see text).
In October 2011, Ross Caldwell found in the publications of Esch further data concerning the
import of cards and triumphs into Rome and discussed them with Lothar Teikemeier and other experts
in the web.5 The discussion pointed to the fact that the known dates of the first introduction of
triumphs in Rome had now to be set about ten years earlier than previously accepted. Moreover, the
fact that a trade of dozens of “common” packs existed at the time was a proof that a standard type of
tarot existed earlier than accepted till now.
Lothar Teikemeier informed me of this discussion and I was thus induced to check if further
information was present in Esch’s book. Indeed, I could find two lines on page 270, which correspond
to another step backwards in time.
1453. Giovanni da Pistoia. 12 imagine di legnio e 8 paia di triunfi da giochare. 30 bol (=10 ducati)
Reg. 48, fol. 45v, luglio.
It is impossible to deduce from this information the exact price of the triumph packs imported, but
they don’t appear as precious items. Moreover, the fact that a tax was paid is a proof that these items
were addressed to “common” people and not to the papal court – they got imports without paying any
tax.

Figure 2 – Early spread of Trionfi (from R.S.Caldwell, The Playing-Card, see text).
On the basis of this new data, the map of Italy mentioned above keeps its validity (for the moment
at least) just because the limit between dark and light grey had been set precisely at the year 1452. The
first and direct consequence of the new information is a change in the position of Rome among the
earliest documented places in which triumphs were played.
The second, less direct, consequence is connected with the seemingly Florentine provenance of
these items: they may thus prove that Florence had a major part in the early spread of tarot. I have
spent a lot of time researching a rich store of documents here in Florence comparable to those studied
for Ferrara and Rome. Hopefully, the names of the Florentine merchants involved in the Roman
imports of cards and triumphs will help me to find something useful.
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