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“America is a thousand Flints.”
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P U B L I C  A B S T R A C T

Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-beginning is a multi-media concert dance work that addresses empathy as 

a physical and cognitive reactionary state, and utilizes dancing bodies as agents to facilitate this empathic 

experience.  This work developed out of The Flint Project, which investigates Flint, Michigan, “the most violent 

city in America,” and a community characterized by racial tension and severe distinctions in class and social 

standing.  This post-industrial, urban community serves as a microcosm through which we can examine how 

racial, social, and cultural politics intersect to establish systematic practices that challenge the possibility of 

the “American Dream.”  

The Flint Project is a vehicle for creative research that investigates these systems and develops the material 

into a live performed event, Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-beginning.  This performance includes installations 

featuring live performers and also various forms of media (including photography, film, and interactive 

stations).  All of this material is constructed to contextualize the material for the viewer in a proscenium-style 

full-length dance performance.  The objective of this piece is to establish a space for viewers to empathize 

with the material—to create an experience that will evolve into inquiry of systematic inequality as well as 

self-reflection of perception and bias.  In facilitating this level of questioning, I aim to move viewers with 

compassion and heightened awareness of social inequity, as well as opportunities to challenge the systems 

that enforce it.  
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R E S E A R C H  D O C U M E N TAT I O N

Introduction

 It is December 2013. A headline, “This is America’s Most Apocalyptic, Violent City—And You’ve 

Probably Never Heard of It,”1  stares up at me from the screen of my smartphone. It is a link to an article that 

has been shared dozens of times by friends in my social media newsfeed. I don’t have to click on the link to 

know it is another “tragedy-porn” representation of my hometown of Flint, Michigan. I’m tired of this narrative, 

but at the same time, I know there is some truth buried in the sensationalized retelling of abandonment, 

violence, and ruin. As I consider what I know about Flint, a city of stark contrasts and deep social divides, I 

wonder if there is a space waiting to be filled in the narrative; an opportunity to examine how and why the city 

became the most violent in the nation, and if the answers to those questions might offer insight into the reality 

of contemporary American identity. These thoughts and questions lead me to develop a plan for The Flint 

Project, a yearlong investigation of Flint’s history and the deconstruction of “The American Dream,” through 

archival, site-based, and movement research. The Flint Project, and its final product, Spark and Ruin: a Story 

of Re-beginning, positions Flint, Michigan (my hometown; “the most violent city in America”) as a microcosm 

through which one might examine how racial, social, and cultural politics intersect to establish systematic 

practices that challenge the possibility of “The American Dream.”

 This document offers analysis and description of my objectives, processes, and the artistic choices 

that led to creation Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-beginning. In addition to analysis, I assess the work in 

terms of my objectives, and reflect on further opportunities for development. I also address how the work 

contributes to the field, and how it relates to my own body of research.  This document is meant to clarify and 

support my intent throughout the research and development of the work performed April 2-4, 2015 at Space 

Place Theater, Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-beginning (The Flint Project). 

Analysis and Description

Objectives

 The Flint Project was designed to establish a space in which viewers might address the American 

Dream in an alternative context, and in doing so, facilitate an empathic connection that would evolve 

into inquiry of systematic inequality and self-reflection of perception and bias. My objective was to move 

viewers with compassion, as well as heightened awareness of inequity, and opportunities to challenge the 

systems that enforce it. In the creation of Spark and Ruin, I worked with the idea of empathy as a physical 

1 “This Is One of America’s Most Violent Cities—And It Deserves More Attention.” Mic.com.
http://mic.com/articles/77225/this-is-one-of-america-s-most-violent-cities-and-it-deserves-more-attention.  Accessed April 13, 2015.



and cognitive reactionary state, and drew from Susan Leigh Foster’s Choreographing Empathy to clarify 

its function:  “…Neuroscientists are claiming that empathy is the most fundamental capacity of our minds, 

foundational to the very way that knowledge is acquired. They argue that we are, prior to establishing an 

individuated sense of identity, constantly inhabiting the worlds of others, and through mirroring their actions, 

learning to give shape and significance to our own identity.”2   My goal in crafting this work was to capitalize 

on the capacity of the human body and mind to empathize with the performance of dancing bodies, 

supported by video and other media. Foster addresses the significance of the body in cultivating empathy, 

claiming, “As the earth’s crisis deepens, the motionality of people and events seems ever more apparent, 

and choreography has been tapped as a way to identify and analyze the patterns in these motions…The 

notion of empathy then theorizes the potential of one body’s kinesthetic organization to infer the experience of 

another.”3 

 Cultivation of empathy was my primary goal in choreographing Spark and Ruin; a clear point of view 

and audience accessibility were my secondary objectives, as they helped facilitate this. I felt that establishing 

an empathic connection required my own point of view—and position in relation to the material—to be a clear 

and felt presence throughout the work. My personal politics, perceptions, and even biases required a place in 

the work, or it would fall flat. At the same time, I knew that if I were to acknowledge my personal experience, 

I would also have to present alternative points of view, in order to preserve the integrity of the work and stay 

true to my intent that the work leave room for personal exploration and self-reflection in the viewer.  Inquiry 

played an important role in effectively navigating this dynamic. 

 Spark and Ruin was crafted from a political point of view, as a negotiation of convention and 

possibility, fueled by inquiry. It was my intent for the work to reflect my own inquiry into what is or has been, 

and also to leave room for the viewer to engage in the same process. I worked with Rebekah Kowal’s 

description of dance used as a catalyst for social change, “in which modern dances accomplished acts of 

social and cultural change by challenging normative distinctions between the symbolic and the actual. They 

not only represented conditions of alterity but enlisted bodies to constitute new ways of being and doing in 

postwar America.”4 

 My other secondary objective was driven by my desire to establish both empathy and a clear point 

of view. I felt that in order to succeed at achieving each of these, audience accessibility must be addressed 

as well. This meant I would need to contextualize the material for the viewer with sophistication and integrity 

that honored its weight and significance without becoming pretentious. I have frequently heard from viewers 

2 Susan Leigh Foster, Choreographing Empathy: Kinesthesia in Performance (New York: Routledge, 2011), 178-179.
3 Ibid., 174-175
4 Rebekah Kowal, How To Do Things With Dance: Performing Change in Postwar America (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Univer-
sity Press, 2010), 195.



of dance, “I liked it, but I didn’t get, because I don’t know enough about dance to understand.” I wanted to 

craft this work in a way that would foster a meaningful connection to the material for viewers who often only 

connect with dance on a superficial level, due to perceived lack of prior knowledge. These three objectives—

empathy, clear point of view, and audience accessibility—were the driving forces behind my creative process 

and artistic choices as I worked on The Flint Project, and what would ultimately become Spark and Ruin.

Process

 The first phase of The Flint Project lasted approximately nine months, and involved a series of 

residencies in Flint during May 2014 and January 2015. The first of these lasted three days, and two dancers, 

Dot Armstrong and Brooke Robinson joined me. My primary focus during this trip was to engage in archival, 

site-based, and movement research at Sloan Museum (a historical museum on the Flint Cultural Center 

Campus) and on location at former General Motors factories. The work was guided by the relationships 

between our own bodies and the environments we occupied throughout the city.  Over this three-day 

period, we also created and filmed the material that became Lines and Carriages, a miniature film that was 

eventually included in Spark and Ruin. During this first residency, body, environment, and time emerged as 

meaningful points of inquiry; each acted as an intermediary for what Susan Leigh Foster calls “grounding 

and remembering,” as she claims, “Memories are not stored in the body; rather, a process of remembering 

is cultivated in the body.”5  As we encountered the sites and stories, we attended to them through body, 

environment, and time, and we understood them in relation to our own lived experiences.

 This three-day residency provided an opportunity for me to both re-familiarize and de-familiarize 

myself with the city and its history. Most of what I learned about my city as I was growing up addressed 

the early history, in the transition from a lumber town to a massive industrial epicenter, and the period of 

deindustrialization prior to the premiere of Michael Moore’s Roger and Me. Very little of my education in the 

history of Flint addressed the disparity within race and social class, though I witnessed expressions of these 

often. By returning to Flint to investigate the city’s social and cultural history through site-based research and 

embodied practice, I was reacquainted with the place in a full way that wasn’t possible in the decade that 

passed after I left for college. However, in order to avoid romanticizing my relationship with the city, I also had 

to de-familiarize myself from it, in order to fully understand the tension and dynamic qualities that came up in 

the research.

 In the months following the first trip to Flint, I developed theflintproject.com, and I also turned my 

attention to historical research. I developed a collection of books, films, images, and music that gave me a 

deep understanding of Flint’s history in terms of deindustrialization and racial, social, and cultural politics. 

During this period of independent study, I created …like a spark, the second miniature film that was included 

5 Foster, Choreographing Empathy, 186.



in Spark and Ruin. The film was a channel through which I addressed the tension I felt as I delved into 

material that was so specific to a place so far away.

 In January, I returned to Flint with Brooke, and another dancer, Amy Simonson. This time our research 

was largely community-oriented, and we met with several individuals to discuss their perception of the 

community and their thoughts on the issues we were addressing through our work in The Flint Project. Among 

these individuals were Mama Sol, an artist whose work was included in the musical score of Spark and Ruin, 

and Brian Willingham, a pastor and officer with the Flint Police Department. Pastor Willingham’s book, Soul of 

a Black Cop6, included several passages that were eventually used as source material during the movement 

research and development phase of the project. 

 At this point in the process, my understanding of the American Dream deepened, as I considered how 

the implications of its ideology colored the lives of the people living in the Flint community. I also began to 

think of it in different terms; where I once considered it only as an expression of social mobility and the ideals 

of capitalism, I now also recognized a potential new incarnation: empowerment of the individual and capacity 

for change. All of the people we met with during the January residency spoke of the value of empowerment 

of the individual; that change begins with a single person, idea, or action. They all addressed the importance 

of looking beyond one’s self and recognizing other human lives as complicated and important; that human 

life holds a higher value than “right or wrong,” and we won’t work as a community if we operate on such an 

oversimplified definition of humanity. Mama Sol, Brian Willingham, and others, shared these thoughts as we 

discussed Flint, but for me, their words echoed into what I was beginning to characterize as the catalyst for 

this work: its political significance as a negotiation between convention and possibility for both local and 

global communities. 

 I began rehearsals with dancers in Iowa City the week after the January trip. In response to the 

historical research I did in the months leading up to this rehearsal period, I decided to design our movement 

practice and theoretical approach to the work through four themes: economics and violence, segregation 

and color lines, industry and deindustrialization, and abandonment. All of these were addressed in relation to 

the American Dream. I shared James Truslow Adams’ 1931 definition of the American Dream from The Epic 

of America with the dancers: “…That dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for 

everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement…a dream of social order in which 

each man and each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, 

and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.”7  

 Most of the material that was presented April 2-4 at Space Place Theater grew from movement 

6 Brian Willingham, Soul of a Black Cop (Flint, MI: Urban Humanities Publishing, 2005).
7 “The American Dream.” Library of Congress.
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/lessons/american-dream/students/thedream.html.  Accessed January 15, 2015.



exploration that was done in the first week or so of rehearsals. I worked closely with the dancers on solo, 

small group, and full ensemble material that addressed the four themes presented above. I used passages 

from Brian Willingham’s book, music by Mama Sol, my own writing, historical artifacts, and other sources, as 

partners in the creation of the material. Many times, as I worked on a solo or duet, I had the sensation that 

the two or three of us were collaborating not only with each other, but also with the text, song, map, video, or 

photo. We caught movement traces from Master Hands 8, a documentary about factory workers at one of the 

Chevrolet plants in Flint in 1936. We used improvisation with text as a process for finding meaning in the body 

in relation to words or phrases. For a while, the studio felt like a lab, and we conducted experiments to make 

connections between what we were doing and what we wanted to say through the dance.

 After several weeks of experimenting, I started to feel as if the work was stagnating, and I suspected it 

was because I needed to clarify how all of the pieces would fit together in relation to my overall point of view. 

At this point, I started asking myself a lot of questions. “What do I want this dance to do?”  “Why am I making 

this?”  I also started asking the dancers questions. “Why does this matter?”  This particular process of inquiry 

eventually led to what became the last ten minutes of Spark and Ruin. The material generated from these 

questions also informed the structure of the rest of the dance, and helped me craft each section so it would 

successfully attend to these final ten minutes, which I also thought of as the climax of the piece.

 As I move on to description of the artistic choices made for the performance of Spark and Ruin: a 

Story of Re-beginning, more of the processes and questions that guided the work will be explained in greater 

detail. These processes gave the work meaning and shaped its structure. They offer insight into how each 

section was developed, but they also characterize the various components in relation to the themes and my 

objectives as a choreographer.

Artistic Choices

 Although I knew Spark and Ruin would begin (for the audience) with a collection of media and 

performance installations, these pieces were actually the last ones I created. My initial intent was for them 

to contextualize the material in the proscenium-style performance for the audience. While contextualization 

remained a guiding factor in the design of the installations, it also became clear during the process that this 

collection of small-scale performances had the potential to deliver on my objectives for the work as a whole. 

 The installation portion of the piece included eight small performances, positioned at different 

locations in Space Place Theater. In some of these, the dancers in the cast were the performers (e.g. 

“Industrial Grave,” featuring Dana Powers-Klooster and Rebekah Chappell; “Redlining,” featuring Brooke 

Robinson), while others situated the audience members themselves as direct contributors to the performance, 

with cast members as facilitators (“The American Dream is…” and “Where do you come from, what do you 

8 Master Hands, Jam Handy Corporation, 1936.



see happening, what do you want to change?”). The different formats were designed to cultivate empathy, 

clarity of point of view, and accessibility through different modes of understanding.

 Installations that maintained a conventional viewer/performer relationship were accompanied by 

text on the back of the maps given to the audience. Each performance also had a “QR” code that could be 

scanned with a smartphone or tablet that would direct an audience member to a page on theflintproject.

com. These pages included additional prompts to consider as the viewer connected with the material, and 

a comment section for viewers to share their thoughts. The accompanying text and prompts were included 

to contextualize the performances, but also to direct the audience to attend to the concepts and themes 

beyond passive observation. For example, at “Redlining,” dancer Brooke Robinson performed a duet with 

a 1934 Home Owners Loan Corporation map of Flint. She used red chalk to color in the zones of the city 

given a “D” rating because they were occupied by people of color. She also used the chalk to recreate the 

redlining process on her own body. When audience members scanned the QR code on the floor next to 

Brooke, they were taken to a page offering a historical description of the redlining process; they were also 

given prompts through which they might consider the work, including:  Is there such a thing as “de facto” 

segregation?  How does the process of “zoning,” “dividing,” “separating,” and “partitioning” affect the body?  

What happens when we interpret the body as a site or place, and treat it this way?  The prompts are designed 

to encourage the audience to empathize with Brooke’s partitioning process as they consider the emotional 

and physical implications of such a practice in their own bodies. Two other installations were designed 

according to a similar formula: “Industrial Grave,” which challenged the audience to consider emptiness 

and the abandonment of industrial spaces, and “Presence & Absence,” featuring Dot Armstrong, which 

considered the ruins from 1,631 arsons an intermediary for contemplating the concept of “borrowed time” and 

the reclamation of urban spaces by nature.

 Three installations were included to create environmental context for the viewer. The video projected 

onto the cyc was comprised of video taken driving through various neighborhoods in Flint. A collection of 

eight posters placed in the middle of the stage gave the audience historical information, facts, and figures 

about Flint; they also featured a series of landscape photos, including the former sites of General Motors 

factories, downtown Flint’s “main drag,” Saginaw Street, and the remaining fully operational factory, GM Truck 

Assembly. On two stainless steel tables, three computer screens play two short films on loop, …like a spark 

and Lines and Carriages (discussed earlier in this document in my account of the research process). These 

two films offered images of Dot and Brooke in Flint, and myself in Iowa City. Each of these installations were 

intended to direct the focus of the viewer to consider the importance of environment in shaping perception, 

and how environment and landscape are defined by more than natural or built structures. Andrea Olsen 

writes in Body and Earth, “The radical alternative in body attitude would be that the body has intrinsic value in 



itself. It has interiority, subjectivity. It has much to teach us if we learn to listen. We can consider that we are 

part of a vast interconnected system, rather than separate from the world around us. We are nature too.”9 

 The two remaining installations were the most participatory. Tyler Nemmers and Tyler Clark asked 

audience members to respond to a prompt and to write their response on a notecard, before pinning it to 

the wall. At Tyler Nemmers’ station, he asked people to share what they perceive to be the American Dream. 

Tyler Clark invited people to respond to one or all of the following prompts: Where do you come from?  What 

do you see happening?  What do you want to change?  In each of these installations, I wanted the audience 

to experience a process of critically examining the reality they’ve constructed in their own consciousness, 

and to question how those constructs came to be. By asking them to share their perception of the American 

Dream, I hoped they would be driven to assess a familiar idiom and how it is or isn’t expressed daily in their 

own lives. The three questions posed by Tyler Clark function as a kind of map for how I want the viewer to 

think about what they will see later: how does where you come from shape what you see, and how you attend 

to it, how do these behaviors shape your belief system, and vice-versa? 

 I chose to present these performances as installations throughout the theater in order to relocate the 

audience into the conventional performance space. I hoped the experience of having physically occupied the 

square footage that framed the concert dance portion of the piece would establish a sense of familiarity and 

ease of entering into the work. Another way I attempted this was through an additional ninth performance that 

occurred during the installation portion of the piece, as Melanie Swihart moved through the space with the 

audience, as one of them. This was intended to shorten the figurative distance between viewer and performer 

for the audience as one of their own emerged to participate in the proscenium-style dance. In Dances That 

Describe Themselves, Susan Leigh Foster quotes Ishmael Houston-Jones on this dynamic between performer 

and audience:  “I want to use performance as a way to equalize the power relationship between the audience 

and the performer….I try to make it clear that I am not extraordinarily different from a lot of people in the 

audience—that I’m a person, too…I always want to remind the audience that they’re watching a performance 

made by a human being.”10 

 As the dancers reorganize the space in preparation for the concert dance section of Spark and 

Ruin, the audience is engulfed in darkness as the houselights go black. For a period of approximately two 

minutes, as the audience sits in the dark, a score of audio clips from NBC News 25 Flint—layered and looped 

to emphasize the cyclical nature of violence, crime, and deindustrialization in Flint—gradually builds to a 

cacophony of sound. Nine of the dancers form a dimly-lit line upstage, their gaze directed to the audience. 

9 Andrea Olsen, Body and Earth: An Experiential Guide (Hanover, NH: Middlebury College Press, University Press of New 
England, 2002), 8.
10 Susan Leigh Foster, Dances That Describe Themselves: The Improvised Choreography of Richard Bull (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 248-9.



This liminal phase is designed to effectively submerge the audience into the work—in the installations, 

they were in a place of preparation; they were still in Iowa City, learning about Flint, in this section, they are 

transported them to the city itself. 

 At the end of this liminal phase, Melanie leaves her seat in the house, and walks to the edge of the 

stage. This moment is the first of many in which she plays the role of conscientious witness throughout the 

piece. Later, she will frequently engage with the action onstage by watching and responding. Now, she 

removes her shoes and enters the formal performance space as a recording of my voice plays:

January 15
The city is covered in snow.
I drive to what used to be
Massive temples of industry,
Lots so large, some had their own zip code.
Empty now.
Except not really empty;
The air is heavy with weight and waiting.
Small trees have climbed their way through cracks in the concrete; their fine twiggy branches 
reaching for the sky.
We borrowed this space for a while, and filled it with working bodies—
Each one a placeholder for the wants and hopes and shoulds and all of the expectations we were 
told we deserved.
Now time has reclaimed what was never really ours at all.
The working bodies went home and now our city is full of industrial graveyards. 
Their silence echoes 
Into the stripped houses on the north end 
and the barrel of a gun on the south side.
Where do we go from here?
Are you listening, Billy Durant?  What comes next?

During the reading of this text, written in response to the January residency, Melanie performs an 

improvisational score we developed together. Her movement foreshadows ideas and thematic material that 

will be performed later in the piece; it is also informed by the text. She allows for the possibility of the words 

and phrases to interrupt the other movement material as she responds to them. The text might also be 

reflected in her dynamic qualities, as she chooses to emphasize different movements in direct relationship to 

the words. In my mind, this section sets the tone for the rest of the piece. It completes the transition into the 

concert dance work, and as Melanie drops in to the performance, so does the audience. 

 Melanie’s improvisational exploration bleeds into the next section, which we dubbed “Assembly Line.” 

One by one the dancers join her in a line downstage, performing material created by catching traces of 

movement from people and machines in Master Hands. As the dancers walk downstage and first perform the 

“Assembly Line” motifs, transitional music created by Jason Palamara alerts the audience that we are moving 

to another time and place; the music then develops into the rhythm of the line, dependable, consistent, and 

driving. This material develops into the next section, performed to Glenn Miller’s 1942 rendition of When 



Johnny Comes Marching Home.

Both “Assembly Line” and “Johnny” were designed to send the audience back to an earlier time, when 

General Motors was a bright and shiny beacon of prosperity for many of the people in Flint. As Andrew 

Highsmith writes in Demolition Means Progress, “for much of the twentieth century, observers from around 

the world looked to the partnership between Flint, the UAW, and GM as a microcosm of the American Dream 

of progress, prosperity, and democracy.”11   Particularly, the “Johnny” section was meant to express the 

idealism that permeated the culture cultivated by General Motors executives. 

 While the rhythm of the line drives the movement in “Assembly Line,” “Johnny” addresses other ways 

the factory and the culture perpetuated by General Motors affected the lives of those living in Flint. At the 

beginning of “Johnny,” dancer Courtney Paulsen is manipulated through a series of lifts and falls by other 

dancers. Everything she does relies on the support and direction of another dancer; in an attempt to create 

visual representation of socially conditioned behavior and trust in the system established by industry. This 

leads into a large accumulation of the material first introduced in “Assembly Line,” as the dancers run, jump, 

and fly through the space in flocking patterns, gradually merging their solos, duets, and small groups into a 

large, collective whole, driven by music and momentum. Just as the entire group comes together, the music 

and movement begin to breakdown, and the dance moves into what I call the “Redlining” section.

 The concept behind “Redlining” was first introduced during the installations, and the map Brooke 

colored on the floor is now projected onto the cyc. Throughout the section, the districts given a “D” rating 

by the Home Owners Loan Corporation in the 1930s are gradually filled in with red; the color intensifies to 

a deep, bright red, similar to the color of oxygen-rich blood, by the end of the section. The movement in 

“Redlining” was developed using task-oriented processes, in which I asked the dancers to translate the 

process of partitioning and dividing into their own bodies, or their relationships to other bodies in space. 

Highsmith writes of housing policies in pre-war Flint, and shares, “By the close of the 1930s, restrictive 

housing covenants had played a decisive role in making the Vehicle City one of the most segregated cities in 

the United States...Based upon block-level housing data from the 1940 census...[a study of 187 of America’s 

largest cities] ranked Flint as the third most segregated city in the United States, surpassed only by Miami, 

Florida and Norfolk, Virginia.”12 

 By sharing the history of racially restrictive housing policies in Flint, I hoped to create a space for the 

audience to consider how systemic practices such as these might have influenced the society we live in 

now. The movement, which was constructed by translating such practices into treatment of the body, was 

key in my efforts to choreograph empathy, employing what Susan Leigh Foster describes as, “The dance 

11 Andrew R. Highsmith, Demolition Means Progress: Race, Class, and the Deconstruction of the American Dream in Flint, 
Michigan (Volume I), (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, 2009), 10.
12 Highsmith, Demolition Means Progress, 63.



constructs this new ground through its practice of re-membering, sowing the past into the present in order 

that it might be regrown. On this ground the ability of one person to feel with another must also be cultivated. 

The possibility for fellow-feeling exists as a prior given, yet all individuals participating in the dance must 

continually dedicate themselves to making it happen.”13 

 In “Redlining,” the dancers engage in the practice of partitioning their own bodies and the space, 

until Tyler Clark breaks through a line of bodies that divides the space in two, in order to dissolve the division 

between herself and Melanie. Melanie, who is engaged in frantic embodiment of divisions in her own body, 

tearing and flinging body parts away from one another, is engulfed in Tyler’s embrace, and the audience is 

left to witness their human interaction as they negotiate between the need to divide and the need to soothe 

or heal. At the same time, the other dancers continue dividing the space in a sterile, walking pattern—though 

with each pass, one dancer is left behind to join the audience in the witnessing of Tyler and Melanie’s 

interaction.

 “Redlining” leads into “Takedown.” Like “Redlining,” “Takedown” treats the body as a site, and 

the dancers engage in a process of tearing each other down to the floor. Performed against a moving 

backdrop of video footage taken in Flint neighborhoods, these takedowns are, at first, characterized by 

strong resistance from the dancer being brought down. However, it gradually becomes easier, until all it 

takes is a passing swipe to bring someone down to the ground. The thousands of homes in Flint that are 

abandoned or have been brought down in arson are the source material for “Takedown.” The sound score 

in this section begins with the recording of a conversation between several men as they discuss houses in 

their neighborhoods that are abandoned and need to be torn down, and goes into Mama Sol’s Abandoned. 

The text of her work gives the audience information (“But the point is that the pride in the place we reside 

disappeared, like the people, in the blink of an eye. Over 5,000 houses are vacant, abandoned.” 14), but she 

also speaks of her commitment to finding a way for Flint to rise above its current situation, stating, “I’m a 

product of this place myself, I choose to keep faith in my city and be a firm believer, and a leader. I’ll be there 

when you need it.”15 

 Toward the end of “Takedown,” Tyler Clark restates her “Assembly Line” material in a new context:  

against the landscape of a city filled with abandoned houses and lots, the promise of the assembly line 

seems ironic. However, the line’s perseverance and consistency in the factory serve as a worthy metaphor 

for the determined, “tough as Flint” spirit found in so many of the city’s residents. As moving images of Flint’s 

streets and Mama Sol’s music fades, Melanie also restates her “Assembly Line” motif to music by Jason 

Palamara- a reiteration of the original theme, though this time it is disrupted and deconstructed, eventually 

13 Foster, Choreographing Empathy, 187.
14 Mama Sol and Tha N.U.T.S., “Abandoned,” Flint Fights Blight, MP3.
15 Ibid.



fading into nothing. The story moves away from General Motors, into the communities on Flint’s north end and 

south side, where gang-related violence is prevalent. 

 “A part of me understands why black boys and men seek the power of the gun. For many legitimate 

reasons, they feel powerless in society…Black boys growing up poor without positive male influence who 

wear the negative labels of society will become candidates for the power of guns.”16 These words by Officer 

Brian Willingham of the Flint Police Department (and also Pastor at Charity Methodist Church on Flint’s North 

End) were my entry point into the section following “Takedown,” which the dancers and I dubbed “Rebel,” 

as it was performed to a song by Mama Sol of the same title. I knew crafting this section would require great 

sensitivity and patience as I worked through the material with the dancers. “Rebel” required me to constantly 

check my privilege as a white, upper class educated person. As Liz Lerman suggests, “the principle of 

‘turn your discomfort into inquiry’ begins with the things we make.”17 She goes on to share, “I think it was 

the political work that forced the questioning to become a way of making art, because to tell the whole story 

from my perspective was just too simplistic, too narrow, too yesterday.”18 The dancers became my partners 

in the process of questioning, particularly Tyler Nemmers, with whom I investigated issues of violence and 

masculinity, and Brooke Robinson, who shared her experiences and the reality she lives as a woman of color.

 “Rebel” is a turning point in the narrative of Spark and Ruin. I consider this section to be the first that 

explicitly addresses the implications of systemic racism and inequality beyond the local. Mama Sol’s words, 

written for and about Flint, include references to events beyond the city’s borders, stating, “The dirty is work 

is done in cursive, we don’t leave a print. The only evidence is a glove and it doesn’t even fit. And nope I 

don’t condone black and black crime, but these are rebel raps, these are freedom rhymes, written in memory 

of Troy Davis and Trayvon.”19   Though these issues are pertinent in the telling of the story of Flint, they carry 

weight that traverses into the lives of underrepresented people in communities all over the United States, and 

throughout the world.

 From my place of privilege, I needed to work with the dancers and our sources to craft the narrative in 

support of their experiences and understanding, without interjecting my judgments or assumptions onto their 

stories. What I could do was share my own experience as a conscientious witness, and my own feelings of 

frustration, anger, fear, and I did so in the development of the large unison phrase that was stated at the end 

of “Rebel,” and carried into the next section, “Mothers.”

 “Mothers,” a trio that featured Amy, Dana, and Rebekah, was also developed in response to a 

passage by Brian Willingham:

16 Willingham, Soul of a Black Cop, 148-149.

17 Liz Lerman, Hiking the Horizontal: Field Notes from a Choreographer (Middletown, CT:Wesleyan University Press, 2011), 6.
18 Ibid., 7.
19 Mama Sol and Tha N.U.T.S., “Rebel,” Inside Out, Mama Sol and Tha N.U.T.S., September 30, 2014.



It is the black mother who sits on the front line of the birth and murder of her sons. She follows 
the ambulance containing her son’s body, possibly to the hospital where he was born. She waits 
impatiently for news of his status just as she did when he was born. The body makes a brief stop in 

the trauma unit, where some doctor will officially pronounce it dead. Finally, she is asked to identify 
his body in a morgue. The hospital is the first place that she ever laid eyes on his tiny body wrapped 
in a blanket. It is where she first supported his head, smelled his skin, rubbed his hair and counted 
his fingers and toes. It is where she first proudly gave strangers the correct spelling of his name for 
his birth certificate. Now she must do the same for his death certificate.20 

 I created most of the movement for this trio with Dana and Rebekah during our second rehearsal; 

I shared the text with them and had them create solos in embodied response to the words, phrases, and 

images. After seeing these solos, I was struck by the presence of the absence of another body, and we 

added Dana to Rebekah’s solo and vice-versa, creating a physical representation of a body that wasn’t 

really there. This led to the creation of two duets. Later in the process, I added Amy, and created transitional 

material to make a trio that was not unlike a Mobius strip in form. 

  In its final version, Amy performs the solo movement alongside the duets between Dana and Rebekah, 

offering the material in its original form, unaccompanied by the presence of another body. The cyclical and 

infinite nature of the form, as the partnerships seamlessly rearrange and settle into one another, alludes to the 

perpetuation of violence and grief in marginalized communities. Like “Rebel,” “Mothers” is meant to present a 

narrative that demonstrates universal truths through its patterns of grief, empathy, and compassion.

 “Rebel” and “Mothers” exist in a space that is not wholly Flint, but their message is crucial in the 

telling of Flint’s story. The final ten minutes of Spark and Ruin, which I called “Self-Statements,” completes 

the transition of the narrative to an open dialogue about universal human experience. First, in an interlude of 

three duets, the dancers both give and take the full weight of one another as they peel off the floor and push 

each other downstage in a backwards flying leap, as the Old 97s provide the soundtrack: “They’re tearing 

the Buick City Complex down. I think we’re the only people left in town. Where are you gonna move?”21 Then, 

four of the dancers, Brooke, Tyler Clark, Hannah Gross, and Melanie, form a line downstage and take turns 

responding to the questions the audience was given during the installations: Where do you come from?  What 

do you see happening?  What do you want to change?  As they perform to the sound of their own voices, 

reading their own words, the dancers’ moving portraits are projected onto the cyc behind them. In their 

portraits, their focus is contemplative, indirect, thoughtful; on stage, as they perform live, they were direct and 

deliberate with their movement as they share their truth and understanding.

 I wrote earlier (“Process”) of how this section was developed in response to my own uncertainty in 

the clarity of the message of the piece. By turning my discomfort into inquiry, some of the questions I leaned 

into included, “Why does this matter?” and “What do I want to accomplish?”  Empathy and compassion 

20 Willingham, Soul of a Black Cop, 3-4.
21 Old 97’s, “Buick City Complex,” Satellite Rides, Elektra Entertainment Group, Inc., March 20, 2001.



were always my primary objectives in the work; I wanted each viewer to be moved to reconsider how they 

participate in the world and how they might reframe or recontextualize their understanding in relation to a 

collective human experience. I settled on three questions that I believed could facilitate such an exchange.

 After the dancers perform their individual self-statements, they break away from their line and move 

out into the space as a flood of moving portraits of other individuals fills the cyc. This is meant to direct the 

attention to the audience to the possibility that their own answers to the questions have the power to influence 

their behavior; the viewer is not a passive observer any more, but instead they are actively contributing to 

the dialogue. To emphasize this point, Courtney begins reading from the notecards the audience members 

filled out during the installations. As she reads, the dancers spontaneously respond to the text, employing a 

process Susan Leigh Foster describes as  “learning how to make the world new, collectively.”22 

 Courtney finishes reading from the cards, and Dot replaces her. Dot shares the audience members’ 

views on the American Dream, as Melanie walks to her and reads over her shoulder. The responses are 

idealistic, sarcastic, pensive, ironic, funny, and nostalgic. Ultimately, she comes to the final card, the ethos of 

the entire piece:

The American dream is and was and might be or could or should be and will be and it happens now 

and happened then and it moves and breathes. It holds possibility and reality and it reflects what 
we want and what we need. The American dream speaks to who we are and were and will be. It is 
within and without. It is then. And it is now. 

 Near the end of the text, “Buick City Complex” returns, repeating the question, “Where are you gonna 

move?  Where are you gonna move?” As Melanie walks, runs, and retraces the movement from the piece 

throughout the stage, the question no longer refers to the people of Flint. It is not a question of where they will 

move, but it is a question for everyone, and not of where they will move, but how. 

 Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-beginning required many technical and design elements to come 

together to support my objectives. The musical score was an eclectic mix of original music by Jason 

Palamara, tracks by Flint artist Mama Sol, and found material that supported the work, including “Buick City 

Complex” and “When Johnny Comes Marching Home,” and two tracks by German pianist and composer 

Hauschka, from his album, Abandoned City, a collection of pieces for prepared piano, inspired by 

abandoned cities throughout the world. 

 The costumes for the work included workers’ jumpsuits in navy and grey, which all of the dancers wore 

in the beginning of the piece (except for Melanie). These were chosen to support the image of Flint as an 

industrial town. As the piece continued, the dancers gradually changed from the jumpsuits into pedestrian-

style clothes in muted shades of blue, grey, green, and rust, with small individual touches such as jewelry or 

belts. The gradual shift from industrial jumpsuits to contemporary “street-clothes” was intended to mirror the 

22 Foster, Dances That Describe Themselves, 237.



deindustrialization of Flint. 

 The set pieces, which were primarily used in the installation section of the piece, were comprised of 

natural materials (unfinished wood, twine, dirt) and industrial ones (stainless steel tables, iMac computers). 

Everything was constructed in a natural-urban aesthetic, positioning nature against industry even in the 

design of space. I also considered efficiency of movement when designing the set pieces, so that they might 

be easily cleared from the space as the dancers transformed the space between the installations and the 

concert-dance portion of the piece.  This informed my choice of light materials in building the stands that held 

the posters in the middle of the stage, and putting castors on the stainless steel tables so they could easily be 

moved out of the way.

Assessment

 My primary objective for The Flint Project and its culminating work, Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-

beginning was to cultivate empathy and compassion in the viewer. I wished to accomplish what Susan Leigh 

Foster describes as “the many ways in which the dancing body in its kinesthetic specificity formulates an 

appeal to viewers to be apprehended and felt, encouraging them to participate collectively in discovering the 

communal basis of their experience.”23 My other objectives were in support of this, as I wished to develop a 

clear point of view and to facilitate audience accessibility.

 Based on conversations with those who attended the performances of Spark and Ruin, I feel I reached 

reasonable amounts of success in each of my objectives. I was told that the installations were incredibly 

helpful in providing context for the material performed in the concert-dance portion of the piece. Several 

people also shared that they appreciated the use of audience participation during the installations, that it 

helped them feel invested in the work, and even more so when they realized their words, or the words of 

those sitting near them, were integral to the message of the piece. Though it is impossible for me to obtain 

any true objectivity in my assessment of the work, I do feel I was successful at clarifying my point of view and 

crafting points of access for the viewer through the multiple modes of expression used in the work, including 

video, photography, text, musical choices, the design of the installations, and the dancing. When I restage 

this work, I will implement some other strategies for measuring success, including use of Google Analytics to 

track interaction with theflintproject.com, and an opportunity for dialogue between the artists and audience 

that offers opportunity for open discussion and questions from individuals on both sides of the work, so that I, 

as the artist, can ask questions of the audience as well. 

 When I revisit the work, there are several opportunities I see for development that I think will clarify 

my point of view and enrich the performance. One of these opportunities is in the development of Melanie’s 

23 Foster, Choreographing Empathy, 218.



character. I think she serves an important role as an advocate for the audience in this work, but that deeper 

investigation of some of the movement phrasing, staging, and qualities would clarify her function. Additionally, 

I would like to develop the trio material in “Rebel” with Tyler Nemmers, Brooke, and Melanie, to give it 

more depth and texture, by complicating its structure and investigating ways to reveal more of the content 

through movement, without relying so heavily on the emotional landscape of the sound score. In the overall 

design of the piece, I would like to revisit the structure of the installations, specifically, the points of contact 

for the audience. I think these could be streamlined and simplified to ensure optimal engagement, without 

overwhelming the viewer with too many choices. 

 Further development of this work must also include an exploration of the Flint Water Crisis. News that 

the Flint water supply contained dangerous levels of lead broke eight months after the premiere of Spark and 

Ruin. The Crisis itself warrants significant investigation of its own, but the many points of connection between 

these events and the themes alreay present in Spark and Ruin make it a requisite addition to the narrative. If 

anything, the conditions leading up to the Flint Water Crisis, and the government choices made in light of the 

information that the water was compromised, reinforce the strength of my position concerning institutionalized 

inequity.

 In the field of dance performance and related studies, The Flint Project contributes a work that uses 

creative research and embodied practice to position a specific place as a microcosm through which social, 

cultural, and racial politics intersect to challenge conventional perceptions of the American Dream. No dance 

work has ever attended to the history and current realities of Flint, Michigan through such deep and thorough 

investigation as the processes employed in the creation of Spark and Ruin. This work presents a model for 

using dance and related studies as modes of research for the study of specific places and how their histories 

help shape the narrative of human identity.

 Within my own body of work, The Flint Project and Spark and Ruin developed upon my own 

creative research, including the use of dance to facilitate metaphysical border crossing and empathy 

through alternative perspectives, and the use of film, photography, and other media to direct the attention 

of the viewer. Other areas of research in recent years have addressed community engagement and civic 

responsibility. My work with Dance Exchange during Summer 2013 was critical in the development of the 

research and creative processes employed in The Flint Project. Spark and Ruin called on all of these modes 

of research in the process leading up to its premiere, and also brought new points of interest to the surface, 

including questions of access (Who is the dance for?  Who is performing the dance?  Who gets to see the 

dance?) and a deeper appreciation for site-related research.

Conclusion



 In Hiking the Horizontal, Liz Lerman claims, “Enough small ideas and events accumulate, and then, by 

noticing one final detail, we are possessed with the need to act…at some point, influence leads to action.”24 

As I think back to that day in December, sitting in the passenger seat on the drive to Michigan, scrolling 

through Facebook on my phone, I realize that my entire life was a series of small events preparing me to take 

on this one project. In January, I wrote in a blog post for theflintproject.com:

…Change starts with a single person, one idea or action.  And this must come from looking beyond 
the self—recognizing other human lives as complicated and important, and placing value on 

a human life over “right and wrong,” or a simplified definition of humanity. Human lives are not 
currency. Every person has a story as valid and meaningful as that of anyone else.

Brian Willingham said today, “Everybody’s behavior has power.” For me as an artist, the creation 
and sharing of my work is critical in how I express that power. This project seeks to establish a 
space in which the viewer is moved by the material to question what they know (or think they know), 

to find deeper meaning and understanding through empathy, to let compassion fuel a desire to 
learn more, and refocus one’s attention as they relate to their world. My understanding of Flint 
makes me believe it offers a wealth of information that can drive this exchange, and I cannot wait to 
dive into the creative phase of this process to see what we come up with.25 

 I believe The Flint Project successfully facilitated this exchange through the creation and performance 

of Spark and Ruin: a Story of Re-beginning. 

 In 1945, Carl Crow, the official historian of the Buick Division of General Motors claimed, “America 

is a thousand Flints.”26 Spark and Ruin functions as a vehicle for the expression of this sentiment, though 

not in the way Mr. Crow probably intended. Flint, a city with a past colored by unfulfilled promises and a 

present struggling to move beyond them, affords viewers of this work an opportunity to connect with the most 

basic and fundamental elements of their humanity, as they consider:  Where do I come from?  What do I see 

happening?  What do I want to change? 

24 Lerman, Hiking the Horizontal, 36-37.
25 “January 15, 2015 - “‘The American Dream, Part III: Empathy and Compassion.’” The Flint Project. http://www.theflintproject.
com/#!The-American-Dream-Part-III-Empathy-and-Compassion/cu6k/91D8386A-CF30-4DCA-B59D-29125617830F.  Accessed April 
19, 2015.
26 Highsmith, Demolition Means Progress, 54.
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