Pathways to Health 

Christine Alicot is a professional musician, instructor and music therapist.   
Her Pathways to Health program is at once therapy, instruction and 
performance.  Christine has found a way to allow even those who have never played music 
to enjoy its thrill and release.   

As an occasional musician--and given my own particular talents--this will be 
as close as I ever come to playing jazz.  It is no way a cheap approximation.   
It is like jazz in its spirit of improvisation.  But, instead of music 
theory, its vocabulary and grammar are emotion and imaginationâ€”that is, the stuff of 
our own lives.   

As a therapist, there are times in my practice, when I find clients lack the 
words to express something terribly important within themselves.  They can not 
find a way, to throw their imagination into the heart of whatever is stuck 
within them.  There are times when I think of Christine Alicot, and wish that my 
clients and I could be transported into one of her groups.   

But this is not a therapy that requires anything to be fixed.  It is therapy 
in the same way a trip to a foreign country can be therapy.  We allow 
different sights, sounds, tastes and smells to wash over usâ€”bringing us back alive to 
ourselves and our senses. 

Be certain, it is simpler to jump into a session with Christine than to try 
to understand from a written description.  You sit with a group, surrounded by 
musical instruments--piano, guitar, marimba, flutes and percussion instruments 
from all over the world.  People bring their own instruments, if they have 
them.  And sometimes you just sing. 

In the beginning, if you make this leap, please do not worry about 
understanding the principals.  Absolutely do not worry about being musically correct.   
You do not have to know scales or how to stay in key.  You do not have to be 
able to play the instrument you are holding in any traditionally musical way or 
even be able to keep proper time.   

The challenge is to be genuine, to express something real, to let go of your 
intellectual mind. The challenge is to express something from within 
yourself--through the instrument--without stopping first to analyze, translate or 
explain.  And so it is exhilarating, freeing, and risky.  Yet, somehow, Christine 
draws this out of people in a way that is very natural and non-threatening. 

When a group first begins playing together, the sound may be fairly 
disconnected.  People are playing and expressing very different things, simultaneously. 
 This is freeing in its own way, just to play and not to have to do anything 
the right way. 

One person may stand at the conga, playing a monotonous, repetitive rhythm.   
It sounds like someone trapped--trying persistently to escape some drudgery.   
The sound begins to break free, strains against the beat and then sinks back 
into the imperfect repetition.  Another person sits swaying, singing in a 
gently mournful voice.  No words.  Maybe she does not have a classically beautiful 
singing voice.  But you can feel the sadness, rising up, halting, breaking and 
then sinking back down.  Someone else is playing on the piano, literally 
playing--like a child pecking out a pattern that is a joyful, rambling, 
meandering, un-self-conscious, broken, irregular, barely musical sing-song.   

The rest are doing other things that also do not match.  Some will be 
struggling, unable to find anything in this moment that sounds remotely emotive or 
musical.  People are trying to express themselves as they listen, hoping somehow 
to fall into some kind of empathy with at least one other player.  And none 
of it comes together. 

Until, sometimes, something inexplicable happens.  It feels as if something 
collective grabs the music.  Some theme or image begins to emerge.  The sounds 
begin to evoke a jungle or possibly a desert.  The wind blows through.   
Animals appear and cry out or skitter across the floor. 

From the corner, a light rain begins to fall out of a tambourine and then 
spreads across the room, echoed by several other instruments.  Thunder breaks.   
Someone lets out a cry that rides the rain, writhing with it, somehow belonging 
to it. 

A deeper tension emerges, something that must be expressed.  The players 
reach for it. They accelerate together, like a caravan galloping across the sand 
or a pack of wild beasts running after prey--reaching, reaching, reaching for 
that expression.   

And then, just as quickly, it is gone.  Some, catching the moment, will stop 
playing.  Others may continue, hoping to draw out the last savored essence.   
Silence will be the last extended note.  Until that too is broken, as Christine 
asks those who wish to speak about what just happened.   

Then it will not matter if we agree.  Perhaps the words will be a second, 
separate performance of jazz or poetry.  Or perhaps we will still not be able to 
find the words to describe what Christine's inspiration has allowed us to 
experience.  And then it truly will not matter.  Because the music will have 
filled us enough, will have washed over us enough, will have expressed enough, will 
have released enough.
