My first encounter with gut Stolzenhagen e.G., a registered cooperative set in the far reaches of Northeastern Germany and occupying a 19th century Prussian farm, was on the first of July of this past year, 2007 (e.G., eingetragene Genossenschaft, translates to “registered cooperative.” I use the term, Genossenschaft, throughout this article.). The car I am traveling in has taken several wrong turns on the poorly marked detour we have been forced to take, so we have spent an extra hour rambling down bumpy, narrow country roads. The terrain is rolling with tall grasses and wheat, and with every few kilometers comes another small village. Large modern windmills spot the horizon. I begin using the windmills as a directional marker but then realize there to be many sets of these windmills throughout the area. Also spotting this region of Brandenburg are many small lakes, as well as a few larger ones, which make for popular dipping holes in the summertime. 
If one takes the autobahn route to Stolzenhagen (the name of the small village in which gut Stolzenhagen is located), the trip can be as short as 45 minutes to an hour from Berlin. We have evidently taken the country-road route, which takes closer to an hour and a half to two hours; in our case, longer, because of the road closure and detour. Although part of me is anxious to get to Stolzenhagen, so I can unload my belongings and settle into my home for the next month, another part of me feels the restraint, apprehension, and tentativeness that sometimes comes when traveling to a place unknown, in a country and culture, largely unknown. There is also my jet lag that I have yet to kick, which is making me feel less than motivated, but providing me with a sort of dreamy buzz. Although crammed into the back seat of the car with other people and objects, I am extremely grateful for the ride, which spared me the challenge of making my way by public transport. (The train from Berlin runs to a nearby town, approximately fifteen kilometers away. It is then necessary to call a special taxi, which has severely restricted hours. Worrisome to me was the well-known fact that the taxi drivers and dispatchers speak only German and are short-tempered.) Regardless, I am enjoying the thorough passivity of my experience: the greens, browns and yellows of the countryside wheeling past me, unknown words and sounds floating around me like the soundtrack to a foreign film, my body heavy from travel. All factors combined, I have been lulled into a stupor and have no inclination to budge.
Once we pull into the broken concrete driveway of gut Stolzenhagen, long overtaken by masses of spindly weeds, which the car bores through with some effort, it takes considerable force for me to pull me and my belongings from the car. Weighted down with heavy luggage, apprehension of the new and unknown, and a sleep-deprived drowsiness, I would describe my initial response to the local as less than enthusiastic. Most tangible to me in this moment is the dread of dragging my heavy suitcase with the broken wheel from one end of the compound to the other. At the opposite end from where the car is parked, rests the Ponderosa Guest House and Center, most commonly referred to as the Speiche, or grain storage building, which is, of course, telling of its previous function. The Speiche is the hub of all things relating to the Ponderosa Tanzland Festival, a three-week summer dance, improvisation and performance festival, for which I have come. 
As I stand in the weed-ridden parking lot with its smattering of permanently parked trailers, and look out over the 13-acre compound and its many large structures (thirteen to be exact), I see mostly ramshackle buildings, weeds and tall grasses. Although I will soon come to love and cherish these surroundings, I do not have a “love at first sight” experience. Unbeknownst to me, many of the more renovated buildings and living spaces are not visible from my initial vantage point. Facing the parking lot, is the long, rambling cow barn, or Kühstalle, with its worn crimson bricks and weathered wood doors and shutters, some of which are bending and creaking in the wind. Along the ground level many of the windows are broken and partially covered with a severely frayed plastic. Looking the other direction, through the parking lot and across a field of tall grass beyond, stands, or barely stands, another brick building, an old hog shed, with a sway-back, partially caved in roof. Just in front of this building, a high-set wooden shack with ramps leading up to two of its sides: two of the compounds six compost toilets. What I do not notice, or care to take notice of during this first encounter with gut Stolzenhagen, is the general beauty of the surroundings.  In the far distance, beyond the hog shed, six white windmills, turn in their slow meditative way—quiet giants, methodically marking time. At night they are reduced to pinpoints of red light.  In another direction, a hill with tall grass, slanting upward towards the sky.
As I trudge towards the Speiche, small gardens, sculptures and well-tended living spaces come into view. As I later learn, these spaces belong to the various neighborhoods that comprise gut Stolzenhagen. There are seven neighborhoods in all, with Ponderosa, e.V., the non-profit which runs the annual Ponderosa Tanzland Festival, counting as one of the seven (e.V., eingetragene Vereine, translates to “registered association”, or “nonprofit”.) While the Genossenschaft functions as a single legal entity, the neighborhoods—their goals, initiatives, projects and funding—are relatively independent of one another. Each neighborhood holds a contract with the Genossenschaft, and is required to pay monthly dues and attend a monthly meeting. The individual neighborhood is responsible for the funding of its own projects and for the renovation of all buildings and spaces associated with that neighborhood. No funding comes from the Genossenschaft, itself--it is merely the legal entity holding everything together. The fact that the Genossenschaft exists, however, gives validity to the various projects underway at gut Stolzenhagen, and makes possible many grant/funding requests that would not otherwise be possible.  
Marking the compound’s center field is a giant, hollow buckyball which often contains young children hanging from it, and a tall fiber glass rocket, the mascot for one of the Genossenschaft’s neighborhoods--a neighborhood that focuses on the use of recycled industrial and natural materials for building. Coming to the end of the road, I arrive at a large concrete patio, which stretches between the Speiche and a dilapidated wooden structure that functions as storage. The patio is scattered with bright yellow picnic benches—the preferred dining area, weather allowing. Towards the center is a prominent metal cylinder that is charred black from the many bonfires it has contained. Evenings here can be chilly, so bonfires are frequent.
 
The Speiche is a three-story structure with a memorable stone and brick façade: grayish stones have been laid in rectangular patterns that are defined by a single layer of red brick, a style of masonry called “course masonry.” The front of the building has a sort of mottled look while the façade on the back, displays a very distinct pattern. During the past several years, as funding has increased and more renovations have become possible, a number of the building's smallish windows have been replaced with much larger windows and doors, which of course allow for more natural light to bleed into the building's interior.
When I first encounter the Speiche, it, like so many of the buildings at Stolzenhagen, appears to be in a state of construction or repair. Metal scaffolding is set up along one side of the building, and a concrete mixer and piles of sand are nearby. An apartment along the side of the structure is being converted into small, private guest rooms. Being that the Speiche was once a giant grain storage structure, it has never been insulated nor equipped with any type of heating mechanism. As a result, the Speiche is basically uninhabitable during the long, cold winters. Due to the immensity of the structure and the fact that there are numerous building projects of much higher priority, it is unforeseeable that a heating system will be added at any time in the near, or even, not-so-near future. The Speiche, is therefore, very much a summer stomping ground. (Other buildings at the farm are insulated and heatable, particularly the smaller spaces--the wagons and the more recently built structures. Many of the Genossenschaft's members still live in Berlin and may spend the majority of their winter months in the city. As the renovations push forward and infrastructure improves, more and more people look at making gut Stolzenhagen their permanent home. Still there are only nine to ten people that stay year-round.)
Stepping into the Speiche, I am met with a dimly lit, yet cozy environment. Near the front of this expansive first-floor space, are several lounge areas consisting of a random assortment of flea-market couches and chairs, all dating from decades past. The area beyond is divided by a long buffet; on one side, the kitchen; on the other, a dining area. With bread and butter often set out on the buffet between and after meals, this area serves as a popular, late-night congregating spot for hungry festival participants who have stayed up late dancing or socializing. At almost any hour, it is possible to find someone here to socialize with.
On the second floor of the Speiche home-made screens, built from recyclable, industrial materials, hang from the ceiling and divide the space into numerous sleeping areas of four to six beds. Being translucent, the screens allow at least some natural light to seep into the areas furthest from the windows. Although the environment is undoubtedly rustic, one has the distinct sense that a certain care and attention has been given to the space and its arrangement. There are details, such as the rugs, a table, a vase of flowers, etc., which ultimately provide a feeling of homeliness and comfort to those staying here. My personal space is on the third floor, a single mattress set in a small room, again divided by screens, and shared with two other helpers. Above the mattress is a small window of aged metal and glass, and a mosquito net, necessary for restful sleep. Also on the third floor is one of Ponderosa’s dance studios, a large space, laid with white marley.
I have arrived a week prior to the start of the festival in order to help prepare the many spaces--indoor and outdoor--for the more than one hundred festival participants that will flow through gut Stolzenhagen during the month of July. Thankfully, the physical labor of the first week at the farm is quick to relieve me of my jet lag affliction. I experience my first full-night of sleep after my first day of work. A few days into my stay, I begin to develop an interest in both the history of the farm and the structure/functioning of the Genossenschaft. I am impressed with the vision and determination of Genossenschaft members, and the ability of this relatively small group of people to take on massive, long-term projects, which are enabling them and others who will later join the cooperative, to largely create and determine the world in which they want to live. For me, the ability to construct your own home and community, seems to be the ultimate form of expression and self-determination. Having in my lifetime pounded in a few nails at the most, I am always amazed by those with the skill and initiative to build their own home, or in this case, home and community. (All of my living spaces have been prefabricated—that is built and/or renovated by someone far removed from myself.)
While the Genossenschaft is a community, there is no sense of trying to force community. In fact, the Genossenschaft model, or structure, ensures that individuality will survive, and even thrive. Self-determination and individual freedom are clearly visible, from the widely variant renovation styles of each of the neighborhoods (it was agreed upon that each neighborhood would have full artistic license to renovate their spaces as they saw fit), to obvious differences in opinions, politics and philosophies on life. These differences hardly seem to phase people. Several members point out to me that when there is not a notion of having to fit under the same banner, or share the same ideals, then there is less pressure to agree; each person is entitled to his/her opinion regardless of how different it may be from another's opinion. Individual space and privacy is also very guarded by members, with space being clearly demarcated as public or private. According to founding-member, Jörg Bodemann, “community develops naturally because people can decide their own distance and closeness, and what works for them.”
 
While the neighborhoods at Stolzenhagen maintain a substantial degree of independence, they nonetheless seem quite capable and willing to work together, share skills and help one another when necessary. People from other neighborhoods, for instance, chip in with Ponderosa preparations, generously offering their time, materials, and in some instances, space for guest lodging. Group dynamics have not always functioned as smoothly as they now do. 
 
When the founding-members of gut Stolzenhagen first came together in 1999, the year that they purchased the property, they were working together under a form of self-imposed consensus. At this time the Genossenschaft was not yet in place, and they were, in essence, in a process of discovering who they were as a group and what sort of communal model they wished to follow.  They met frequently, fought frequently, and accomplished little. It finally dawned on the group to let go of their communal ideal and allow people to go in their own direction. According to founding-member Uli Kaiser, “people were so different, it didn’t make any since to form something communal.” It was like “making a gray mass out of seven colorful people—all with different idea.” In our consensus process, “we lost energy, we lost certain styles, certain characters and projects. Then we said, forget it, let seven colorful people go in different directions first, go out and do their own thing, and then when they want to they can come back together, if it feels good to them and they really want to do something together. It was a success model. Now after many years of people doing their own thing, they are interested in coming to the meetings again and thinking about what we can do together on the property…in forming something together. Too much community is definitely a problem if you don’t have the same goals. And if you have the same goals, then you are more like a sect, than anything else.”
 
Four years after the purchase of the farm, the Genossenschaft with its various self-determining neighborhoods was created. Being a federally registered entity, the Genossenschaft required the group to solidly organize their finances and to hire a financial administrator. Their new financial and organizational models brought an end to most of their squabbles and controversies. “Now people are so open,” says Bodemann “people listen to one another and we find a solution—a culture of discussion” has evolved. And with the Genossenschaft in place, “we don’t have to talk about money or ideology.” According ot Bodemann, it is the “formality” and structure of the Genossenschaft, which has allowed so much creativity to blossom.  
One of the biggest questions for gut Stolzenhagen is how it fits into the surrounding culture and environment of this severely depressed, former-East German state. Poland, only two kilometers away, is even poorer. As Poland joins the EU and the borders open up, there is also the issue of how gut Stolzenhagen connects to this neighbor.  To what degree should it try to fit in and engage with the surrounding communities? And, how does the Ponderosa Tanzlland Festival fit into this scenario? Should, for instant, members of the international contact community take on any sense of responsibility with regards to the place and surrounding communities/ environments where these international dance and improvisation festivals are held?
What is possible in our lives, and what we are able to build as individuals and communities, is of course dependent on the socio-political structures in which we find ourselves. Dramatic changes in these structures often create new opportunities for certain people or groups while bringing an end to others’ way of life. Following the fall of the Berlin Wall and the subsequent unification of East and West Germany a year later, more than a million people migrated from the broken economy of the East to the more solvent West, within the first few years. The farm at Stolzenhagen, which had functioned as such since the mid-19th century as part of Prussia, through two world wars (during WWII Russian POWs slaved on the farm, hence the nearby Russian cemetery, as well as, displaced Estonians, part of Hitler's scheme to populate Estonia with Germans) and through the entire lifetime of East Germany, shut its doors with the demise of the GDR. The place emptied out--a scenario that was being reenacted all across former East Germany.
Since the unification, or the turnaround, die Wende, as it is referred to in German, popular media has almost unanimously supported the idea that it is the West that has so heavily carried the burden of the East. Moreover, popular perception has been that East Germans have benefited enormously from the reunification, while West Germans have had to foot the bill, and consequently relinquish certain comforts and ways-of-life. Stereotypes of East Germans abound in the West, and many Easterns feel themselves to be second-class citizens. Even though it has been nearly two decades since East and West joined as one, both sides continue to suffer. Much of the East, except for several of the major cities, continues to depopulate at an alarming rate. Rather than improving, basic infrastructure in the East continues to weaken--schools, health clinics, businesses continue to close. One out of every two villages, closes its doors and turns out the lights--permanently. Young people leave, or else, remain unemployed. There has also been a significant rise in neo-Nazi groups since reunification; the majority of them centered in the most economically depressed areas of the East and involving youth under the age of 21. The East has become a land of the elderly, the unemployed, and most likely has fewer services and "choices"--that popular capitalistic plug word--than during the GDR period. Nowhere near Stolzenhagen are there fresh markets, and the grocery stores I visited offered little in the way of fresh and unprocessed foods. No one seems to have a solution. No wonder many East Germans long for the time period prior to reunification. 
While most movement was from East to West, there was a small migration of people moving in the opposite direction, from West to East. A significant number of those who migrated in this counter-flow, were, not surprisingly, also "counter-culture." Many sought a less commercial, less money-driven environment, and were also drawn by the significantly lower cost of living. With so many having fled the East, land, property and homes were easy to come by. In Berlin, squatting had become a common practice. According to the current owners of gut Stolzenhagen, a few years after unification, a group of “hippies” from the West purchased the defunct farm at Stolzenhagen and formed a commune or collective, which was apparently not so successful. During their seven years on the land, this first group of private owners did almost nothing in the way of renovations and allowed much of the farm to continue toward decay. (A number of the buildings had been neglected by the East German government as and had therefore, spent decades in a state of severe disrepair.) The “hippies” also did very little in the way of ingratiating themselves to their new neighbors. It is rumored that the local population of Stolzenhagen, the village in which the farm is located, remained forever suspicious of these strange eccentrics from the West, who lived on the rundown farm and always seemed in need of a bath and a new pair of clothes. 
 
When the current owners of the farm showed up in the late 1990s, and expressed an interest in buying the farm, most members of the farm’s first property owners were eager to sell their share and “get out.” The 13 acres and 13 buildings that now comprise the farm were purchased for just under 20,000 Euro. Two of the new owners –there were seven in total—included former San Francisco dancemaker, teacher, and performer, Stephanie Maher, and German native, Uli Kaiser. Maher and Kaiser, who have lived together at the formerly squatted, Berlin collective, K77, for the past eleven years, are those primarily responsible for the creation of the Ponderosa Tanzland Festival. Maher has functioned as the festival's artistic director since its birth in 2001.
Maher claims that at the time they purchased the farm, she was not thinking about the creation of an art space or art retreat center in the countryside. “I didn’t know that this was the place to make an art space,” says Maher, “I didn’t even go there. I was simply thinking, ‘Wow, this is great, really incredible, I would never get something like this in America.’”  For years, she had watched her San Francisco cohorts, namely Jess Curtis and Keith Hennessey, struggle to establish a place in both the city and the country for dance artists. She had no idea that she was going to take on the dream that they for so long had hoped to realize—albeit in Europe. According to Maher, “it was Uli who first suggested that [they] turn the large cow stables into a studio.” In 2001 Maher and Kaiser gathered together a sizable group of people from the Berlin contact community and began the slow transformation of the second floor of the cow barn, or Kuhställe, into a dance studio and performance space. Members of that cohort included several of Maher’s friends and associates from San Francisco, such as, Jess Curtis, who was already spending part of his year in Berlin, and Kathleen Hemensdorf, a close friend and frequent collaborator. The Ponderosa Tanzland Festival also began in that same year and was a fairly modest endeavor. Maher organized a long weekend jam, and then tagged on a few classes and a workshop, thus stretching the event to a week. With each year of the festival came more renovations, additional sleeping spaces, and amplified festival programming. By the third year of the festival the event had expanded to three weeks of classes and intensives. None of this would have been possible, claims Maher, without the consistent financial contributions from members of the international contact community. 
One of the most beautiful of interior spaces at gut Stolzenhagen is the first space created, the Kuhställe Studio, which I go for several days without seeing. Given the dilapidated exterior of the Kuhställe, I do not suspect that it contains any sort of usable space. Later with the help of a guide, I discover the stairwell, obviously a more recent structure, on the backside of the stables. Along the way, one passes an old machine shop that remains largely unused, but sometimes functions as a temporary parking garage, and a couple of gypsy wagons, one freshly painted red with yellow and blue trim and set idyllically amidst a well-kept flowering garden and verdant grass.  Entering along the backside of the stables, one follows a narrow path through a wild overgrowth of grasses and trees. The way is speckled with several small, uncontained flower gardens, which seem out of place given the wildness of everything else. Near the stairwell is a purple gooseberry bush, whose branches way heavily with berries at the beginning of the festival, but are picked clean by the end of the festival. Also near the bottom of the stairwell is a heavy thicket of wild roses whose spindly tresses abound with blossoms of white, pink or red. 
Marking the entrance to the Kuhställe Studio is a sliding door, resembling a Japanese screen, set inside an arched opening, which formerly held a pair of large barn doors. Step inside and you are met with an expansive space flooded with light. The numerous 10-foot high arches, which have been fitted with windows and sliding screens, line three of the studios walls and allow ample light to filter into the space. They also allow someone on the inside to feel connected to the abundance of nature on the outside. This becomes especially true on warm, sunny days when the windows can be taken from their frames and the space truly opened to the outside. Thanks to a lucky eBay find, the floor is laid with white Marley, which readily reflects light and helps illuminate the massive volume of space above it. The brick walls, mottled with a white plaster, also help to keep the space light and airy while aesthetically exuding a warm, rustic feel. Large wooden pillars, resembling the tree trunks from which they came, reinforce the roof’s heavy wooden beams and frame. If you look closely at the unconcealed roof beams above, you will find bundles of dried grass poking from certain corners: resident bird nests. Spend some time in the studio and you will likely hear baby birds chirping and catch sight of a mother bird dashing overhead. There are also resident spiders and bats, which is to be expected in the countryside.
 
My own memory of the space is of numerous bodies slithering along the floor in an attempt to warm its cool surface after a cold night; of lively raucous jams with multiple musicians and sounds, people banging on sheet metal, or making other unlikely sounds; of focused somatic classes and quiet jams; of exploratory movement and sound laboratories; of film nights with people from the local and nearby villages attending; of late night dance parties involving flashing headlamps (ok, that was my headlamp); of experimental performances, which is the norm here at gut Stolzenhagen; of  moving performances, light and fun performances, amateur and professional performances; of pushing mops and brooms across the expansive floor which is quick to collect dust and debris from the uncovered roof beams above; of laying on the floor in a warm patch of sun, absorbing the many new sights, encounters and experiences. 
Stephanie Maher has an exuberant personality and an abundance of energy, which makes her seem much larger than the small, wiry-framed body that contains her. Indeed her physical strength is greater than what one might expect from someone her size, but not necessarily surprising given her will and determination. With two young kids and multiple projects always at hand, Maher is perpetually on-the-go. Yet, she is readily available to sit down for a chat or a beer. She is high energy and hard working, yet easy going. Committed to her work and family, yet able to see the humor and ridiculous side of life. A few hours around Maher and you are bound to witness at least one ecstatic laughing episode. Maher is also perpetually modest.  Years of living in collectives and communities and around activists in both San Francisco and Berlin, has perhaps encouraged this modesty. She willingly listens to other’s input and as artistic director of Ponderosa, creates ample space for others to take initiative and bring to life their own ideas and projects.
Everyone I speak with describes Maher and Kaiser as the ideal team. Together they have made many community spaces and events possible: K77 studios (located in the old factory just behind the K77 cooperative), the popular Wedensday night jams at K77 studios, many of the building projects and spaces at Stolzenhagen, gut Stolzenhagen itself, and the Ponderosa festival and non-profit. Kaiser is a skilled builder, and Maher, herself, has learned quite a few building skills over the past decade. Maher also has a keen aesthetic sense for creating inviting, creative spaces. Both are quick in their problem solving skills and also quick to act. It is rare to see either of them deliberating for very long over a problem. Jess Curtis describes one of their greatest strengths as being, “a willingness to initiate something and not wait until the perfect plan or formula has been articulated, but to go ‘yeah we don’t know the answer to every single detailed question but we kind of know this is the direction we want to go,’ and I think they have a vision and are willing to take risks in that way.” For him, this attitude of pushing forward, is an attitude that he says prevails at Stolzenhagen. It also seeps into the atmosphere of the Ponderosa festival, where people are encouraged in their improvisations and performances, to step out on a limb and take risks. There is not a fear of failure, or even, a notion of failure. 
Maher met Kaiser in 1996 while giving one of her first “dojo” workshops in Berlin. Kaiser was in attendance. (Also in attendance were a number of people who are today members of Ponderosa. “Those people are somehow still involved even now,” says Maher with a slight air of disbelief. “They were there at those first workshops.”) Within a year, Maher had joined the K77 cooperative. Both Maher and Kaiser agree that without their prior experience at K77, gut Stolzenhagen would not have happened. K77 served as their primer to building community and art spaces—both physically and conceptually.
 
In 1992 Kaiser was amongst the group of young students and artists who squatted the large house at 77 Kastanienalle in Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg neighborhood. Their goal was to create artist work-live spaces. Joseph Beuys and his idea of a “social sculpture” in which everyone is an artist and contributes to the structure of society, served as their model. Also influential was Beuys’ belief in the ability of art to bring about change, even revolution. K77 is the oldest house in the neighborhood and is now considered a historic site. Prior to WWII, it had been owned by a Jewish family. When the group with Kaiser found it, it was in an entirely uninhabitable state and had been unoccupied for a number of years prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Kaiser, who had come from the West, was studying at a university, but similar to many youths at this time, dropped out for the more interesting work and learning that was to be had at K77. For years the interior of the building remained in a perpetual state of construction. Some of the Berlin squats—there were many—were dissolved by the government after a few years. Others, such as K77, received legitimate status and a major grant from the government, which enabled the group of inhabitants to renovate the entire four-story structure. K77 not only required an immense amount of physical labor—every window was replaced, every wall repaired, plumbing and heating systems added—but demanded extensive political work and business acumen. During this period Kaiser gained many grant writing skills that have proved useful in applying for state, national and EU grants for gut Stolzenhagen. 
Eleven years of living in the 22-person cooperative, have had a profound affect on Maher’s views of group living, sharing and community. In San Francisco she was accustomed to people and groups defining themselves as “activist,” “political,” “international,” etc. In Germany “there was none of that.” Having received German grant money for renovations, K77 was required to write about who they were. A long, difficult struggle ensued because “no one wanted to label what the house was.” Maher attributes this attitude to the country’s history of fascism, which coerced people to adopt labels and fit together under unified ideas. “They don’t want a system, they don’t want to all be under one idea, under one way of thinking. The individual is very important and not following mass ideas...Living here helped me to get away from labels.”
 
Although this strong resistance to systems and labels can at times complicate matters (i.e. how do you keep a collective house clean without a group system for cleaning the house?) Maher has found that with this attitude also comes a significant amount of tolerance—more tolerance than she had been accustomed to in the United States, even where people, including herself, were practicing “tolerance” and “inclusion.” At K77 “there was an incredible tolerance for how people have different styles of how to live in the house, and there was not this demand on process. With their children there was so much tolerance going on and people with their weird guests, or with the dirt and dreck and some people not cleaning.” People were free to have their own ideas or political views as well, and there was no pressure to conform to any sort of group identity or idea. A similar attitude of openness, which gives individuals and families the freedom to be who they need and want to be, also prevails at gut Stolzenhagen and the Ponderosa festival.
Maher is the reason that I have come to Stolzenhagen; that is, it was Maher who first informed me about Ponderosa. I had met her seven months earlier while attending the Israeli Contact Festival, in which she had participated as a teacher, I, as a student. Directly afterwards, I had gone to Berlin (for an audition), and met up with her while there. I was impressed by her willingness to engage with those that she came into contact with--whether they were students of hers, colleagues, dancers, or non-dancers. Unlike many professionals, she seemed to give little heed to hierarchy or status. Given the many demands in her life, I was also surprised by how readily she offered help and contacts to those new to Germany and Berlin. Her deep generosity was immediately apparent. 
 
When I interview her at Stolzenhagen, I bring up the topic of “community,” and her work in organizing community. I immediately sense in her a certain hesitance in using the word “community.” “Maybe there is some fear in using that word,” she admits. “To me it has a connotation of some kind of peaceful, harmonious coexistence, and also some kind of democratic, we come together and make something that works for everybody… I think more, I am trying to create a space or venue to get people engaged. I think of myself now as more of a networker,” not a “community organizer.” Rather than “organizing” others, she creates space for them and makes “offers.” “I am trying to make an offer and not hold everyone together, or claim the group [the Ponderosa non-profit] as one thing, so that it can really shift and that people can feel free to follow what they really need to do to become an artist, to become a mature person in the world. You need to go, you need to come, you need to have children, you need to suffer for a couple of years because you can’t do your work, you need to come back and so I don’t want to hold a group together…It is a community but it also sounds strange, because it doesn’t match the energy of how we are together.”
       
The word “community” has been used and misused by many groups, organizations and governments. Depending on a person’s context and experience, it can have a wide variety of meanings, can stand as a euphemism for something else, and can also carry a negative connotation, as well as a positive one. I myself was at one point involved with a group, in which the term “community” became part of the dogmatic vernacular of the group, and was frequently used as a way of manipulating, or influencing, others. As Maher indicated, with the term “community,” can come the expectation that one must commit him/herself indefinitely to a group and also conform to the ideals of that group. 
 
If Maher finds it difficult to prescribe the word “community” to the K77 cooperative or to gut Stolzenhangen or the Ponderosa eV, then it seems that it would be even harder to prescribe it to the international contact community. Or perhaps it is easier, given that the link connecting everyone in the group is clear – contact improvisation – and that a constant influx and outflux of people is expected. In Europe, contact and improvisation festivals have become part of the contact communities staple diet. From May into September, one can travel to a different part of Europe each week, attending festivals, non-stop, through out the summer.  The Ponderosa Tanzland Festival is part of this circuit. The fact that it wouldn’t matter where the festival were located, that people would still come, is slightly disturbing to Kaiser and Maher, who live in the East German region and are familiar with the culture there. They also recognize the great disparity between what is happening before and after the festival and what is happening during the festival. How to bring the culture of the festival closer to the local culture, one of Kaiser’s goals, is a problem not yet solved. Maher, for one, warns that “we do not want to bombard them with a culture that is not part of the local culture.” Secondly, she questions the idea of having foreigners come and get involved in a local project and then leave. This “is kind of a typical way of thinking that you are doing something for somebody, but really you are just occupying space that was probably just fine all by itself.”
 
In speaking to Kaiser about the festival, he sees a couple of different sides to the situation. Being that he has lived and worked in the region for nearly a decade now (in a addition to living and working part of the time in Berlin), he can not entirely divorce gut Stolzenhagen and the Ponderosa Festival from the sea of economic and social problems in which they sit. The idea of the Genossenschaft and the festival as islands, does not sit entirely well with him. During my first week at the farm, I ride with Kaiser in his gutted-out Volkswagen  bus to the surrounding villages where he pins up posters containing information about a film that will be shown in the Kuhställe studio the following week. It is a German documentary about the grave situation of small villages in the former East German state. A weekly film night during the summer months, is one of the ways that Kaiser has worked to build a relationship with the surrounding populations. Half way through the festival there is an "Open Door" event in which people from the area are invited onto the property for a special tour, a barbecue, and entertainment offered by a string quartet. Such an event, helps to dispel any false notions that people might have about what exactly is going on at the Genossenschaft. Kaiser also contracts local workers, such as bricklayers and masonry specialists, to help out at the farm. 
For Kaiser the festival is somewhat "like aliens landing on a planet. They do something really weird - that is even weirder when you look at it from the outside. From the inside it is probably something special and nice and interesting, and farther away from being so freaky. I see what is happening during the rest of the year here, what's happening in the village, what the topics are in the region. There is nothing creative going on -- then you have four weeks of free-spinning, free-wheeling creativity. I would like to really give that more direction."
Essentially Kaiser hopes to build awareness on both sides. With regards to local awareness of the festival, he believes that the positive energy and jovial spirit that abounds during the festival could be beneficial to those who are generally mired in the aches, pains and depression of the region. In an area, that as far as Kaiser knows, has never abounded in arts and culture (it has traditionally been a farm working region), he realizes that it might be too much to bring just anyone to the festival. There are people in the region, however, who work at the nearby National Park or at the Freischule (Free School), who he believes would get a kick out of the festival. 
 
On the other side of the equation, Kaiser's vision "is to connect the artfolk (the participants in the festival)...to the politics of this East German society, to give them more input, to bring them more to the region really, so they experience not only this farm and Ponderosa, but actually the sadness and emptiness around us." To some degree this is challenging, since people are on vacation and in festival mode. Festival goers do, however, readily help out with building projects and the creation of new spaces, which at least brings their attention to life at the Genossenschaft. Nonetheless, during the festival I detect some resistance to at least one of the basic rules of the Genossenschaft--respect to individual privacy. Near the entrance to the Kühstalle studio, along the back side of the building, a hand made "privat" (private) sign has been stuck into the ground. I take a photo of the sign, primarily because of its nice colors and design. Although it is essentially saying "keep out," it is warm and welcoming. During the course of the festival, several participants complain of its presence. They feel that it intrudes upon their freedom. I explain that people and families live at the Genossenschaft, and that it has been agreed upon that backyards have been designated as private areas, where people can have privacy and alone time with themselves or their families or friends. Those complaining are not satisfied with this explanation. Although I do not agree with their attitude, I understand it entirely. They are in a free-romping, festival mode. Moreover, even though Ponderosa is just one of the neighborhoods at gut Stolzenhagen, one has the sense that the entire place belongs to the festival, and that everywhere is open territory. Being at a festival is kind of like being on an island – an island set apart from the routines, the restrictions, the banalities, the expectations, the anxieties, the responsibilities, etc. of our day-to-day lives. 
 
On the island that is Ponderosa, creative expression flourishes, as does a fun an carefree attitude. One has the sense of being surrounded by art; from the way that the space has been organized to the way that people occupy that space. There is little pressure for participants to “produce art”, but it, nonetheless, seems to spontaneously arise in small and unexpected ways: from someone mowing the grass in circular patterns to another person creating small still-lifes or collages from stones or other found objects; from an impromptu performance on the back lawn during breakfast, to people presenting a slide show of photos or video. The definitions of what is art and performance loosen. Life, itself, seems to become a performance. Abounding as well is an open, non-judgemental atmosphere. Anyone can make work-from the novice to the professional - and everyone is guaranteed a supportive audience. Impromptu performances or events are not uncommon during Ponderosa. On the final weekend, as part of the marathon performance event, all spaces imaginable, indoor and outdoor, erupt with performance: on the scaffolding in front of the Kuhställe, in the large outdoor compost piles, on stacks of firewood, on the Speiche’s back-porch chairs, etc. Reality, itself, also becomes somewhat distorted during the festival. People may stay up until 6am on a regular basis, socializing or working on various projects. If up until this hour, it is popular to end your day with a sunrise walk along the Oder River, and a possible dip in the canal.
When I think of the term “festival,” the word “frivolous” comes to mind. In a sense, festivals are meant to be frivolous and are also intended to be set apart from “real life.” Given the prominence of contact festivals through out Europe, pushes me to think more seriously about their importance in our lives and our art making, and how they serve to build community. On one hand, it is a community that defines a festival and on the other, a festival that can come to define a community. 
When I look up "festival" on Wikipedia, I find the following entry under the subtitle "function": "These times of celebration offer a sense of belonging for religious, social, or geographical groups. Modern festivals that focus on cultural or ethnic topics seek to inform members of their traditions. In past times, festivals were times when the elderly shared stories and transferred certain knowledge to the next generation. Historic feasts often provided a means for unity among families and for people to find mates. Select anniversaries have annual festivals to commemorate previous significant occurrences."
Just reading this entry makes me think of the Sarah Shelton Mann workshop that I attended, and the walking discussion that the festival held one evening, in which Mann spoke of her own history and the history of dance in the United States and San Francisco. Jess Curtis, Kathleen Hemensdorf (both of whom danced with Mann) and Stephanie Maher, were there to fill in some of the details. Mann shared with us her experiences, her stories, her knowledge. I am reminded of the participants in Keith Hennessey's site specific workshop, who were playing with previous performance art experiments, inspired by the likes of Joseph Beuys, and Teching Hsieh and Linda Montano. The Ponderosa cook and another festival participant tied themselves together with a rope for day. In his performance, Hennessey gave a fast-paced lecture about the history of German philosophy and how it connects to the body, play and what we do as dancers and contacters. On one of the nights a film about Keriak, a long-time dancer and dancemaker in the Bay Area, who has been an inspiration to many, is shown. Later, there is a ritual involving all festival-goers of spreading some of her ashes around gut Stolzenhagen. Together we create circles and spirals and sing many improvised repetitions of song she once sung. In the middle of our final circle people dance. (Keriak had requested before her death, from cancer, that her ashes be spread at various dance centers.) There is certainly a sense of elder generations passing on knowledge and inspiration to younger generations--although a generational difference is not always a part of the equation. For Maher, one of her primary goals in organizing the festival has been to have a mixture of long-time professionals, people at the beginning of their career and non-professionals. In this way, a valuable exchange is bound to occur. Nearly every year there is at least one instructor who began contact during the form's own beginning. 
I chuckle at the portion of the excerpt which describes historic feasts as being a place "for people to find mates."  I come into contact with quite a few long-term couples who have met at festivals similar to Ponderosa. One couple from Berlin who has been coming to Ponderosa since its beginning, met at a contact festival in Spain in the early nineties and have been together ever since. They now have a six-year old son, who also joins them at Ponderosa. In some ways the festival environment is the perfect atmosphere to meet "mates" - people are more open, perhaps more jovial and more willing to take social risks. We are likely to reveal more of ourselves in a safe, supportive environment that encourages wackiness and artistic expression. In one of my interviews with Maher, she tells of how Felix Ruckert, a choreographer based out of Berlin, came up to her one year and said, "You know, people come to Stolzenhagen to get healed. That is what they are doing - coming here to get healed!" In a sense that is the potential that festivals hold for us; they have the potential to heal us from the woes of our daily life. They offer us a vacation, and often, ample distraction away from the many demands and expectations that we and others often hold ourselves to. Festivals, such as Ponderosa, are about engaging people in the present, and letting go of nagging rules and expectations, which can sometimes imprison us in our daily lives. It is about quieting your inner critic, and letting impulse and spontaneity and something of your true self out. The festival is about saying "yes" and then some. It is about sharing space and food and art, and letting go of certain proprietary boundaries: who belongs to what, and this is mine and this is yours. It is about being less defensive and protective. It is about possibly relinquishing some of the roles we play in our day-to-day lives. It is about letting the boundary between what is art and life fall away.
Festivals are also very much about "connecting," and not just in a romantic way, as alluded to above. When festivals happen in the countryside, away from home, as is the case with Ponderosa (although a few of the participants do live at Stolzenhagen), participants end up with more time than usual to connect with others--be it through dancing, conversation, a hike or the sharing of a meal. It is not uncommon for people to stay up late into the night dancing or talking. There is a palpable excitement around meeting others and exchanging ideas and experiences. Also alive is an atmosphere of play--in the way that we interact with others, ourselves and the spaces around us. For three or four weeks, gut Stolzenhagen becomes the playground and the world. In this time we make friends and build community. But what is this community that comes into being? Because of the intensity of festivals such as Ponderosa, I find that I come away feeling closer to some of the people that I have met there than I do with people in my own local community, those that I likely see on a more regular basis, but with whom I have not spent as much time. The fact is that I never have the same sort of concentrated time with people from my local community. Consequently, many of those that I have "connected" with, end up being in other countries, an ocean and a continent away.    
While speaking recently with a dancemaker, originally from my home community of Seattle, Washington, she spoke of the importance of countryside retreats and escapes. The bonds and connections shared by a community and between individuals in a community invariably grow deeper when groups have the opportunity to share more than just a few hours in a studio together a week--when they have the chance to escape to a different place together, eat together, share lodgings, etc. In a way Ponderosa serves this purpose for the Berlin community, however, the festival has been "international" from the beginning.  For one, the festival has always had a strong link to the United States. Each year Maher invites a substantial number of people from San Francisco (but also from other parts of the US). Secondly, Berlin itself, is one of the most international cities in Europe. Invariably, those coming from Berlin could be from almost anywhere. Thirdly, Europeans are traveling through Europe more than ever. And fourthly, the world is becoming evermore global.
I, myself, am curious about the potentials of the global contact community. What is and is it not capable of? What does it mean to be a part of it? Who is and who isn't a part of it? Based on my own observations, it is a fluid community, with people entering and leaving the community regularly and as they please. It is also highly dependent on money, and the individual's ability to pay for airfare and festival fees, and his or her ability to take time away from home and work. In many ways it is a community of privilege, but so are many other global communities. I have also detected a strange paradox amongst the dance and contact communities, which is, people never seem to have much money, yet they always manage to find the money necessary to travel and attend festivals and workshops. This ability to "find the money," is perhaps a condition of wealthier countries. Maher and Kaiser both point to the difficulty for people from certain Eastern European countries, where monthly wages may be as low as $20-$30, to find the means to attend the Ponderosa Festival. Maher adds that even in the US it is easier to find jobs or money more quickly than it is in Germany, particularly in Berlin, where unemployment is high. According to Maher, it is the international contact community that has essentially funded Ponderosa, and made many things possible at gut Stolzenhagen, as well. It is essentially through this funding that international attention is being brought to this depressed region of Germany, and perhaps, at some point the festival and gut Stolzenhangen will have a markedly positive influence on the region--or at least, open up the idea to others, that opportunities and potential exist in Eastern Germany.
For closing paragraph:
Jess Curtis: Whats really nice out there is that there is a huge amount political awareness and consciousness just embedded in the everyday practices, from the fact that there are primarily compost toilets and the primary showers are all solar heated, and the construction practices of the buildings are very much with sustainable and ecological principals being implemented. A lot of that also comes from Uli who did a lot studying around sustainable community and sustainable eco-practices. What is also nice is that they are not making a huge deal about it and I think that is very politically-astute. They are really creating a kind of utopian village where things are working on a day-to-day basis. And you can understand compost toilets and organic gardening are happening at the same time as improvisational dance and interdisciplinary performance art. And that is very political. Because its modeling, it’s not just screaming at the stupidity of George Bush. It’s actually going,  “here how we can do it. Here’s and alternative. Here’s a space that really can work. All the way through the collectivity of the gennossenschaft, which is basically a big collective,-- its an involving political system that’s really modeling a non-hierarchical, collectively made decision making processes and policies, it’s expanding, taking on new people and exhibiting a lot of important political values.
