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Extreme emotions and pathos are conspicuous themes at this year's festival – at least if we look at productions like Hell by Emio Greco I PC or Mark Tompkins' Animal. It seems that opposites such as heaven and hell, good and evil are suddenly very visible, though the aesthetic of contemporary dance normally tends to avoid such parameters.

Bettina Masuch: Animal really is an exception in the contemporary dance scene. Many choreographers are not that explicitly political, though a growing number are attempting to deal with current crisis situations in their work.

Ulrike Becker: The piece employs structures akin to those of vaudeville and at the same time incorporates various aesthetic elements from Tompkins' work over the years.
André Thériault: This collage-like quality even extends to the set design itself, which evokes both a cabaret stage and an arena into which the performers throw themselves like gladiators or wrestlers. As the title suggests, Animal is about man as bête de guerre, as an aggressive animal, and about the struggle for power and to assert oneself.

U.B.: Though the decor might bring to mind the current situation in the Middle East and Western involvement in the conflict, Mark is more interested in our sense of unease as we observe these hostilities from a distance and in the perspective of those forced to remain in these areas of conflict.
One aspect of what one might call Mark's "technique of contrasts" is that he himself sings in the piece. Actually, a surprising number of productions feature explicitly musical themes, or even include live musicians onstage, such as Rosas' piece, for example.

B.M.: As the artists whose work will open and conclude the festival, Michèle Ann De Mey and Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker provide a kind of framework, and that in itself is a significant statement. Both were trendsetters in the 1980's and '90's, both have displayed considerable courage in tackling work by two of the greatest classical composers – Beethoven and Mozart, respectively – and have succeeded in making it into something highly emotional, yet extremely subtle and completely devoid of pathos. It is interesting to note that there has also been an increasing interest in major musical works lately among young choreographers, such as Emanuel Gat, for example.
U.B.: De Keersmaker and De Mey's approach to the compositions is specifically dramaturgical, which is why the accent is placed emerge on the musical structure rather than on the emotional content. In Tero Saarinen's Borrowed Light, on the other hand, the religious vocal music of the Shakers is what drives the choreography. Many of these songs are part of an oral tradition, i.e. they have never been written down and have never been heard outside the Shaker Community before. As with Rosas, the musicians perform live onstage – in what is a truly magnificent collaboration with the Boston Camerata vocal ensemble.

Framing the festival with two milestones of recent dance history could be considered the continuance of a "tradition" of sorts that began the year before last with Jean-Pierre Perreault's Joe.

B.M.: Tradition was never a major theme in contemporary dance, which has tended to focus more on the fleeting and ephemeral. That seems be changing of late; there is a new interest among younger choreographers in defining their place within and relating their work to the (admittedly young) traditions that are gradually emerging. This trend presents a challenge to the creators of older works, as well. Is the piece timeless? Or is it dependent on the specific historical context in which it was created and is thus of purely historical interest today? Will the performance involve a new cast, as is the case with Michèle Ann De Mey's Sinfonia Eroica? What changes does that entail? Or will the performance for the most part feature the original dancers, as with Rosas' Mozart/Concert Arias? Even in that case there are bound to be major differences, of course; dancers that were boyish then will naturally have a completely different stage presence today.
A.T.: The signature pieces for which these choreographers became known make up an important part of the festival. More broadly speaking, several definite currents have emerged in this year's program. On the one hand, there is a focus on music and an emphasis on biographical subject matter, as for example in Boris Charmatz's conceptual work with Raimund Hoghe and Julia Cima – both of whom are also represented in our film program, by the way. Last but not least, there's an increased focus on political themes, as seen in Mark Tompkins' piece.

Let's stay on that subject for a moment. As has been pointed out repeatedly, Tanz im August is celebrating its eighteenth birthday this year. A major aspect of entering adulthood is "coming of age" in a political sense, and my impression is that political issues in the dance scene are a much more prominent topic in this year's festival than in the past.

A.T.: Yes, placing the accent on Berlin was important to us. You can see that even in the design of the brochure, in which the Quadriga from the Brandenburg Gate serves as the focal point. In the Interventions series, there is also a focus on what is currently happening in the dance scene, some of which Berlin audiences will already be aware of, such as the new support for the arts through the new national funding program Tanzplan Deutschland.

B.M.: It is our intention to put on a festival for local audiences and artists rather than just for festival tourists. Recent developments are a part of that scene, so it's only natural for us to feature them in the program.

U.B.: Topicality has been a major objective of ours in regard to the festival for some time now, and one reason the focus on current issues has intensified is simply that a lot has happened politically in Germany, especially in the past year. One response to these developments was to invite Paul Gazzola with his project Coming Soon, which takes as its theme current plans to create a center for dance production, information, and education in Berlin. Paul has invited local and international speakers such as Peter Pleyer and Mårten Spångberg to participate, as well as the architect Sarah Wigglesworth, who has just designed such a space for London-based choreographer Siobhan Davies. The important thing here is determining, from a variety of perspectives, what the exact requirements for a dance center such as this in Berlin are. 

A.T.: Besides, the video installation in Coming Soon is one of the festival's strongest moments. It features various representatives of the local dance scene, who state their hopes and expectations for a dance center in Berlin. This is valuable on several levels: in respect to involving those who will work there one day, and also as a kind of "database" containing important reference material for the Berlin project.
U.B.: Of course, our main concern was the artistic aspect and aesthetic quality of the project, but that the result is of practical value is certainly an added bonus.
Let's move on to a completely different subject: This year you have again invited new productions by African companies to the festival. Audiences here already had the opportunity to see Kinshasa-based artist Papy Ebotani several years ago, in a piece by Faustin Linyekula. Might we speak of a "second generation" in African contemporary dance?
A.T.: Actually, there's already a third generation. We're now able to present younger choreographers such as Papy Ebotani and Nelisiwe Xaba, some of whom will be seen in Europe for the first time. Like the earlier productions from Africa, their work is characterized by a fusing of traditional and contemporary elements and a political stance. In some cases, this is very explicit. In others it is expressed on a very personal level, as in the work of Ebotani: What does it imply to raise a child in a war zone like Kinshasa? Nelisiwe Xaba, on the other hand, explores her identity as a South African with artistic means.
U.B.: We want to show current artistic developments in African countries, by which I don't mean to imply that there is such a thing as a "pure" tradition that has suddenly been exchanged for a contemporary aesthetic.

B.M.: The same thing is true of Pichet Klunchun from Bangkok. He is a modernizer of his art, Khon, and at the same time he is confronted with tradition to an even greater degree, namely that of Thai classical dance. His performance with Jérôme Bel – presented in Berlin early this year – plainly showed that artists in Thailand are grappling with exactly the same issues of globalization and urban culture as artists in Europe or the U.S. That makes it so interesting to show choreographers from other continents at a Berlin festival, whose work – created in a context of much stricter conventions – breaks even more sharply with tradition.
U.B.: That makes for some interesting creative tensions with European aesthetic sensibilities. For example, last year Papy Ebotani was involved in Meg Stuart's coaching project, which proved to be a very productive exchange of ideas for both sides.
Such collaborations within the context of the festival's training program have resulted in some very interesting work in the past. I'm thinking of Michael Laub's discovery of Astrid Endruweit, for example, which has become almost legendary. This year graduates of the P.A.R.T.S. program in Brussels will be showing their work at the festival. Is Tanz im August becoming a forum, or even a "marketplace," for young talent?
B.M.: Of course, the P.A.R.T.S. graduates will find themselves in a situation in which they have to hold their own against established artists, but the format also provides a somewhat sheltered context. That's one of the most exciting aspects of our work – being able to present such different structures side by side in the context of an international festival. 
A.T.: P.A.R.T.S. brings us back to Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker: One could speak of an encounter between generations. With De Keersmaeker, Mette Ingvartsen, and Brice Leroux, plus Alain Platel's film Les Ballets de-ci de-là, there is a strong Belgian presence this year that sheds light on different decades of dance production in Belgium.

There seems to be a heightened awareness of the recent history of dance in the air, which is also expressed in this year's workshop program. 
U.B.: Since there is now a wide range of workshops for dancers and choreographers in Berlin, we decided we needed to change the format of our training program. The coaching and mentoring projects are meant for artists who want to work on specific issues with our instructors and are willing to take the time to explore them in depth. In addition, we want to concentrate more on dramaturgy, a topic which was has been somewhat neglected in recent years, while at the same time it has become progressively more important in dance production. Many choreographers are increasingly interested in this "other perspective" on the development of an idea during the rehearsal process.
A.T.: The emphasis in the workshops has shifted. The focus is now on the creative work of the participants rather than on their learning the technique of a particular instructor. 
The training program isn't the only thing that has changed. There's another welcome addition at this year's festival: the sommer.bar at Podewil’sches Palais.

U.B.: Yes, we decided to set up a festival center this year. Kerstin Schroth came up with the concept, so maybe she should tell you about it herself.
Kerstin Schroth: The sommer.bar will be open daily from 11:00 a.m. and is intended as a meeting point for artists and festival-goers alike. They can eat there, arrange appointments, use the hotspot, or unwind with a relaxing massage. Part of the idea is to offer artists whose work is featured in the festival a platform where they can experiment and present another side of their talent. For example, Mark Tompkins and Mårten Spångberg will each give a concert; we will show films by Bruno Beltrão as well as Jonathan Burrows and Matteo Fargion; and the festival technicians will have the opportunity to show off their talent as DJ's. The program also includes panel discussions and a book release party. Admission to most of the events is free, by the way.
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