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Arcana, Concerto for Cello and Orchestra, is titled after the Major Arcana of the Tarot deck, the 22 oldest of the 78 cards developed in the 15th century.  Used for divination since the 18th century, many scholars claim the Tarot deck has roots far older.  The name “tarot” may come from the Italian tarocco meaning “the act of deducting” or the Arabic turuq meaning “pathways.”  Regardless, my Arcana deal with three cards specifically, one for each movement, which I found share the character and spirit of the music as it came to me—“deducing” the “path”.

The first movement employs the tenth card of the arcana: The Wheel of Fortune.  This card  has changed probably the least since the tarot’s inception, modeled as it is after the medieval concept of Rota Fortunae, the wheel of the goddess Fortuna.  Certainly the most famous musical depiction is the opening of Carmina Burana by Carl Orff.  My intent, like Orff’s, is to show the beginning of a journey where change is inevitable, where elements of random chance will help or hinder along the way.  It also represents the underlying order that the Magician (the composer? the cellist?) attempts to master.  What goes around, comes around.  And the wheel turns.

The Tower Struck By Lightning is the 16th card in the deck and my center movement.  If The Wheel is the most consistent image over centuries, The Tower is the least.  Depictions vary from an actual tower to a metaphoric tree, from a devil beating a drum at the mouth of hell to Adam and Eve fleeing The Garden.  I chose the Tarot of Marseilles as it merges several of these concepts: bodies falling from a burning tower (still too painful an image to remember now a decade after 9/11), with the Tree of Knowledge at its base.  Regardless, The Tower card is an ill omen if drawn.  The change inevitable with The Wheel— good fortune or bad—has, with The Tower, taken a decided turn for the worse.  It is a blow to the ego at its most benign when reality does not conform to expectation, disillusion and downfall to follow. However, epiphanies and transcendence rise out of the ashes of this experience and the ending of this movement is one of transformation and redemption.

The Chariot of Fire recalls the visions of Ezekiel, bringing us in eternal return to our beginning, though having lived through the experience of the journey and come out the other side to tell about it.  The seventh card in the deck, The Chariot implies an assertion of Will and Conquest, Discipline and Impulsivity.  For all the internal trials of The Wheel and Tower, The Chariot fights an external battle with a clear goal and plan of action.  After The Garden, we become the Hero of our own story, bringing light and clarity as the Greek god Helios driving the Sun’s chariot or the god Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita bringing illumination in Arjuna’s chariot.  Still, this card, closely associated with The Tower, brings us back to our own path in this world: whether it is our calling, exile, or random journey.  The danger is in finding ourselves on the wrong path, overwhelmed, pulled to pieces by forces we do not control, dying before our time.  In light of these dangers, the art of the Magus is in reconciling with life as it is, as it comes.
