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Dear Friends,
Free Columbia is in a time of vibrant growth and we 

have decided that we need a biannual newsletter to 

share the work that we’re doing and to invite others 

into it. It’s not the first time we’ve done a newsletter; 

as you can see, this is #2.  Our first issue was published 

a handful of years ago, but subsequent editions got 

pushed off in the flurry of other obligations. Well, 

today the work is even fuller, but now the newsletter 

is no longer an optional accessory to the work but a 

necessity for its growth.

In this issue you’ll see the vision of Free Columbia that we’re holding and 

how its already manifesting, you’ll find an overview of some of the newest 

developments in the different areas of our work, and you’ll read a new blog 

post that Nathaniel wrote about the significance of creativity in all realms 

of social life.

Thanks for your continued interest in Free Columbia. If you feel called 

to respond to anything written in these pages, feel free to contact us at 

freecolumbiaart@gmail.com.
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Looking towards the fall of 2020
New people, new programs, new buildings

WHEN  WE  LOOK  BACK on the last 10 years we see that Free Columbia has 

been hard at work, mostly in the the arts but nurturing other seeds as well. Our 

full-time and part-time courses have been largely in painting and puppetry, but 

we’ve also entered into the practical arts (shoemaking and weaving, among 

others) as well as the natural and social sciences. We’ve done 7 years of full-

time and 10 years of part-time courses; 10 major art collaborations (projects, 

conferences, and convergences) with over 200 artists from all over the world; 

13 “art dispersals” (gifting over 600 works of art into various communities); and 

7 puppet productions seen by over 9,000 people. It’s good work and we’re 

grateful to have been able to do it. We’re especially grateful to everyone who 

has done it with us, as well as contributed to make it happen.

PEOPLE 

Now we find ourselves in a new stage. Nathaniel Williams is finishing up his 

PhD and is able to focus on Free Columbia with renewed vigor. He is taking 

the lead in this new phase—stewarding us into becoming our own nonprofit, 

calling together a board and advisory board, and overseeing our overall 

development strategy (fundraising, outreach, building up the campus and 

programs). He has his hands full! Laura Summer has been working closely 

with him on many of these tasks and also continues to build up the painting 

work (see the section below on Visual Arts). Seth Jordan, who has taught and 

helped carry Free Columbia over the years, is also helping in this new phase, 

focusing especially on the development of Free Columbia’s Social Theory and 

Action Program (see that update below as well). A On this stage of the 

journey we’ve been joined by newer colleagues as well: Craig and Henrike 

Holdrege from The Nature Institute, John McManus from Point Park University, 

and Patrick Doyle from Harpooned Productions.
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PROGRAMS 

Together we are forming two new programs for the fall of 2020—The MC 

Richards Program and The High Falls Theater Ensemble. The MC Richards 

Program is envisioned as a one year, full-time program intended to foster 

transdisciplinary learning. All of the teachers will be involved in this program 

so we’ll tackle visual and performing art, science, and social renewal.

The High Falls Theater Ensemble is a Chekhov Studio for Speech and Drama. 

It too will be a one year, full-time training.  Actors will join John McManus in  

creating ensemble theater productions where dramatic sketches, 

improvisations, and significant plays old and new will be prepared  

and sent on tour.

BUILDINGS 

One of the focal points this year is expanding facilities and grounds for the 

new programs. In December of 2018 a circle of friends of Free Columbia, 

working with Nathaniel Williams and a generous seller, helped to secure an  

old hotel in downtown Philmont. This building promises to serve  

Free Columbia's mission and will be receiving much attention and 

improvement in the coming year. 

Even more exciting is the proposal that Free Columbia submitted to the 

village of Philmont for the 21 year lease of an old brick warehouse that has 

the potential to house Free Columbia programs as a cultural center and 

performance venue. The village board will be making its final decision on the 

proposal this month.
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Visual Art — An Update
2019 has kept Laura Summer busy 

After finishing hosting other artists this fall as part of our Art/Capital  

Residency Program (if you missed it, you should really take a look at this 

video of our last artist, Zoltán Döbröntei), Laura has continued her own  

painting and teaching. A Laura is working on a new body of paintings 

(and accompanying book) based on the poetry of women mystics. It is called  

“In the Figure of Divine Substance” and will be on exhibit at Camphill Ghent 

in August. Besides her ongoing work at Free Columbia—a weekly painting 

course for locals and a year-long, low-residency course—Laura has also been 

on the road this winter and spring. March found her down in Chestnut Ridge, 

New York, teaching a course on “Human Gesture through Time,” as well as in 

New York City doing an art dispersal. April brought her north to Shelburne, 

Vermont, for a workshop on “Drawing with the Gospel of St. John.” In early 

June she traveled to Atlanta, Georgia to do a workshop on “Painting as 

Devotion,” and now she is already looking towards another workshop from 

July 8-12 entitled “Color—Gesture—Suggested Figure,” in Ghent, New York. 

freecolumbia.org/calendar.

Paintings by Laura Summer inspired by the poetry of Saint Teresa of Avila, Emily Dickinson, and Akka Mahadevi. 

https://youtu.be/Gx5UTAyj11k
http://freecolumbia.org/calendar
http://freecolumbia.org/calendar
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Free Columbia has also begun a new program called Enliven the Walls focused 

on bringing art into the community and onto the walls of different institutions 

(medical offices, beauty shops, hotels, etc.). The program forms a relationship of 

mutual support—members of an organization meet with Laura and together 

assess their needs; Laura returns with works of art to bring more beauty and 

life into the space, continuing to return over time as their needs change; the 

organization, in turn, adds a regular line item to their budget for Free Columbia 

and the enlivening support they’re receiving. A Currently, Free Columbia 

has enlivened the walls of Marlboro College Graduate School’s residence hall 

in Marlboro, Vermont; Threefold Educational Center’s community dormitory, 

Holder House, in Chestnut Ridge, New York; and the medical practice of 

Jennifer Baer NP in Hudson, New York. If you’re part of an organization and 

would like to work with us, please let us know! 

https://www.freecolumbia.org/enliven-the-walls
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The Social Theory and Action Program got its start this past 

fall with a research project on local currencies. Seth, Nathaniel, and 7 interns 

spent 9 weeks looking into the feasibility of a local currency for Columbia 

County. If you want to read the results of that research you can find our report 

here. 

The spring has found Nathaniel, Seth, and Stefan (an intern who stayed in the 

area)  in conversation about next steps. There has been some relationship-

building with sister initiatives in the area, and Seth launched a small series 

of events this June called Meeting Our Makers. This will consist of visits to 

several local businesses followed by a seed funding session where 4 or 5 new 

community-oriented businesses will present a pitch for a $1,000 - $3,000 

microgrant. The focus will be on initiatives that support life in the local 

community, solve an issue, and/or improve how local businesses operate.

A question for our work: Can an associative approach to economic 

development in a small post-industrial village like Philmont be a model  

for other places?

Social Theory and Action 
— An Update

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c4542dc7e3c3a84d378c488/t/5cf5207bb6f9c60001181b3f/1559568521075/Currency+Report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5c4542dc7e3c3a84d378c488/t/5cf5207bb6f9c60001181b3f/1559568521075/Currency+Report.pdf
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Other News

THIS APRIL, Susannah White offered another “Around the World Spring Break 

Camp” as part of our children’s programs, visiting 5 different countries in 5 

days through an exploration of the food, homes, songs, plants, and animals. 

She will be offering another summer camp for local children later this month  

from June 24-28.

WE HAVE A NEW WEBSITE! There’s still some work to do on it, especially in 

importing our history (the backlog of pages documenting 10 years of events, 

writings, and various miscellany) but it gives a fresh face and new platform 

to the work we’re now beginning to build up. Take a look and look and let us 

know what you think: freecolumbia.org.

AND a friend and coworker of ours—Frank Agrama from the Elderberries 

Threefold Cafe in LA—has made a short video about Free Columbia and our 

new vision. Take a look:

http://freecolumbia.org
https://youtu.be/fI-7-qDe8k4
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An Invitation
For this new stage of Free Columbia’s growth—the building up of our faculty, 

facilities, and programs, including the creation of 2 new full-time programs 

for up to 35 students—we need to raise an additional $245,000 yearly. This 

is a considerable increase. And so we are working to widen our circle of 

support significantly, reaching out to many more individuals, institutions, 

and foundations. A From the outset, we are asking all donors to pledge to 

support us annually for our first 3 years. This will build a sure foundation under 

our feet and give us the time to try these new programs without having to 

constantly worry about fundraising.

So far we have received pledges totaling $45,000 per year. Will you help us in 

this new stage of our growth? Every donation, no matter the size, is important 

and signifies another individual standing with us in this work. Many thanks for 

your support. freecolumbia.org/support

Can everything be art? —by Nathaniel Williams

Growing up at the end of the 20th century I remember taking art classes and 

hearing that everything could be art. As a teenager I was inspired by this notion, 

as were many people my age, that all of life could be infused with a feeling of 

meaning and inspiration. “Everything can be Art,” like any slogan, is only as 

wise as the context in which it appears. And most of the contexts in which I 

have encountered this slogan have revealed its mind-numbing power, which 

amounts to the feeling: “If everything is art, then there is no discerning it.”

Read more here

http://www.freecolumbia.org/support
https://www.freecolumbia.org/blog/can-everything-be-art

