Flint Letbetter

America in Ruins
Few other than its enemies are likely to get the same pleasure from
contemplating America’s wreckage as do Piranesi’s spectators from Rome’s
ruins.
Giovanni Battista Piranesi, like Hubert Robert, Giovanni Paolo Panini,
and other 18th century painters of Roman decay, employed the staffage
of shepherds and cowherds, bewigged antiquarians, and Grand Touring
milords to give scale to overgrown basilicas and time-eaten triumphal
arches. But, one presumes, those tiny figures are also proxies for the
viewer, awestruck by the achievements of bygone giants even as they are
chastened by melancholic images of time’s ineluctable erosion. They are not
themselves ruins.
The same cannot be said for the residents of Flint or of so many other
struggling American towns, cities, and rural regions as the flood tide of
capital pulls out, carrying their flotsam jobs away as its currents shift to
offshore factories and to tax sheltered islands, to automation and arcane
financial instruments, to perpetual wars and the preparation for more, and to
real estate in places more favored and secure for the moment than the former
industrial and agricultural heartland from which so much of the money came.
Veduta di Campo Vaccino (the Forum Romanum)

Giovanni Battista Piranesi, 1775

You see it from the windows of the rickety and vestigial long-distance trains
running over what Americans with unintentional humor call their national
rail system — the squalid homeless encampments springing up along the
Amtrak right of ways, the derelict factories and the rubble-strewn fields
where they once were and the men in jail yards who would have worked
in those buildings, the rust-brown bridges and sludgy rivers they span, the
locked down schools, blowsy parks, and dead forests — all the wreckage of
what was once First World infrastructure that underpinned U.S. economy
and those whose lives and families depended on it but who are now left on
their own.
Americans have traditionally relied on other countries to watch progress
in reverse. Visiting Rome in 1821, tourist Theodore Dwight reflected on
the happy contrast between his own forward thrusting nation and that of
another in retreat:
How unlike is such a scene as this, to the first view of one of our American
cities… Instead of the cheerful and exhilarating sight of a savage wilderness

retreating before the progress of a free and enlightened society… here we
have the poor remains of that mighty city — the cradle and grave of empire
so long triumphant on earth — now dwindling away before the widespread
desolation which surrounds it, and shrinking back upon itself, as if for the
dread of an invisible destroyer.
Civilization is built on sewers and aqueducts. The Rome whose ruins
Dwight used to puff the contrasting progress of his own “free and
enlightened society” two hundred years before it was neither had been
sustained for far longer by engineering marvels. Tunnels and arcaded
aqueducts imported copious fresh water taken from its surrounding
countryside while the Cloaca Maxima dumped the collected metabolic
waste of the city into the Tiber River, allowing over a million people to live
in close proximity along that intermittent stream’s banks.
The engineers who devised and built that infrastructure scrupulously kept
what they carried separate. With the breakdown of central authority and
its relocation to Constantinople, endemic corruption, and the cost of war,
maintenance of the aqueducts flagged. And then in 537 barbarians besieging
the city cut the lifeline aqueducts, inducing a stroke that lasted for nearly a
thousand years. Rome shrank back upon itself until the Popes rebuilt the
aqueducts so that the city they largely owned could grow again.
Though difficult to imagine that a free and enlightened nation would
sabotage its own infrastructure as well as its economy, that’s what the
U.S. began to do in 1980. In that year it traded in a president who favored
cardigan sweaters and spoke of a new era of limits for a seemingly genial
Hollywood pitchman who promised instead limitless horizons and greater
freedom bestowed by deregulation and public disinvestment. His inaugural
address called for “a new American Emancipation… to liberate the spirit of
enterprise in the most distressed areas of our country.”
Flint was just starting to become one of those areas when candidate Reagan
visited it on the campaign trail. Auto plant workers in the city could, he
assured them, simply pack up and move to wherever the jobs were going.
Four more years of the incumbent, he said, would mean “Catch your breath,
hold on to your hat, and grab your wallets because Jimmy Carter’s analysis
means that his answer is higher taxes.”
“Taxes,” observed Chief Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, “are what we
pay for civilized society,” but Americans incrementally became acclimated

to normative savagery instead. Reagan handily rode to the White House
mounted on the magical belief that lower taxes would produce the same
results or better by expanding the economy and raining the bounty on the
less fortunate via plentiful, well-paying jobs. Despite repeated failure to
deliver, that lullaby proved good for endless encores at the polling booth
long after Reagan was gone.
The workers of Flint, Detroit, and so many other cities and states soon to
face bankruptcy and cutbacks or elimination of public health, education, and
other services soon found themselves in the ever-more uncivilized society
revealed in Michael Moore’s 1989 black comedy Roger and Me. Reagan visited
just as Flint’s major employer, General Motors, was beginning to slash
its workforce. From 1978, GM reduced jobs from 80,000 to 8,000 by 2010.
Downsizing only accelerated with the giant sucking sound that Ross Periot
predicted after President Clinton signed the North American Free Trade
Agreement in 1994 which sped the export of U.S. jobs across the border
to Mexico and beyond. Like a Western town going ghost after its mines
played out, local businesses closed and real estate values plummeted as those
residents who could afford to do so left, further stanching taxes needed for
critical public services in a town descending into unpicturesque ruin.
Along with poverty came its familiar pathologies: Money magazine
ranked Flint the worst place to live in the U.S. and other polls named it
the most dangerous city in America, but Flint was only a microcosm of
what was happening elsewhere in the country. Mass shootings became so
commonplace in the U.S. that by 2017 only the most spectacular merited
front page coverage. Drugs, alcohol, and junk food failed to assuage the
humiliation of unemployment and dispossession. Severe mental illness,
beggary, and homelessness went very public even in the most successful
cities as available wealth failed to trickle down but instead gushed
upwards from the many to the few. That wealth advertised itself elsewhere
in glittering new skylines whose most fortunate denizens bought the
penthouses from which to enjoy the views.
Worse was to come. As Flint sank deeper into bankruptcy, Michigan’s
Republican governor Rick Snyder appointed emergency managers to
override voters’ wishes and to enact tough love austerity on its inhabitants.
To save money, those viceroys switched the source of the city’s drinking
water from Lake Huron to the fetid Flint River. They in essence connected
its aqueduct to its sewage system.

That Flint’s residents were being poisoned by lead, E. coli, and
Legionnaire’s disease delivered to their houses through corroding pipes
was sufficient — like the worst mass shootings — to momentarily merit
national headlines, but it was not news to the American Society of Civil
Engineers which consistently gives neglected U.S. public works a grade of
D+ and warned of the consequences.
“Much of [America’s water] delivery system,” it warned in 2009, “including
piping, valves, and hydrants are reaching the end of their anticipated design
life and routine replacement has been postponed for too long. Out of sight
and out of mind… until the road is closed and flooded out, toilets cannot be
flushed, food cannot be cooked, dishes cannot be washed, or a shower cannot
be taken.” By 2013, it said that the antiquated water systems throughout the
U.S. were experiencing 240,000 breaks per year with steeply rising cost to
the economy and public health.
Few knew that much of Michigan’s public works were the bequest of a
lost civilization that once paid taxes to build them. They were created
in a decade-long spasm of federal work relief known as the New Deal,
President Franklin Roosevelt’s multi-pronged effort to extricate the U.S.
from the Great Depression by creating jobs that the market would not while
simultaneously improving the nation’s public health in the broadest possible
sense. The public works those bygone giants left were, in fact, the very
foundations of a civilized society.
By January, 1934, the Civil Works Administration had put 176,000 Michigan
jobless back to work building or repairing schools, roads, airports, parks,
bridges, water mains, and more. By 1942, an additional 103,000 men recruited
into the Civilian Conservation Corps had restored the state’s forests by
planting 485 million trees and stocking the state’s rivers with 156 million fish.
Works Progress Administration workers laid down 700 miles of new water
mains and almost 1500 miles of sewer and storm drains while the Public
Works Administration built yet more including about fifty sewage treatment
plants to clean up the state’s streams and lakes.
The PWA was headed by Roosevelt’s bulldog Secretary of Interior who
earned the nickname “Honest Harold” Ickes for carrying out a vast
nationwide public works campaign free of scandal. He wrote in 1939 that
“Water is life. Apparently this fundamental fact must be learned on the
battlefront of experience again and again. When this lesson is forgotten,
even for a moment, the consequences are immediate and disastrous…
Engineers everywhere to whom the Nation has entrusted the purity of its
water supply must be eternally vigilant.”

The poisoning of Flint’s residents with the attendant lifetime damage to
its children momentarily illuminated a crisis of disinvestment that had
been festering well before the Republican tax reform bill of 2017 pulled out
all the stops. By then, a shocked United Nations rapporteur named Philip
Alston who toured the country concluded that the public services that other
developed nations take for granted as human rights — those which Roosevelt
had, in fact, pointedly enunciated in his 1944 State of the Union address as
a second bill of economic rights — had been rejected by American voters.
Tens of millions of people were, once again, living in the Great Depression
or worse although this time amidst staggering opulence. The tax bill passed
just before Christmas would, Dr. Alston said, make the U.S. the “world
champion of extreme inequality.” Although it already ranked 36th among the
nations of the world in terms of access to safe drinking water and sanitation,
that number could only fall as its public works continued to rot from lack of
inspection and maintenance.
Flint’s shuttered factories, theaters, and storefronts do not inspire the same
awe that Rome’s ruins do, though the prairies moving into its abandoned
neighborhoods recall Theodore Dwight’s observation of a city and civilization “shrinking back upon itself, as if for the dread of an invisible destroyer.” The staffage of jobless former autoworkers or of Walmart greeters
and fast food toilers struggling to make a go of it on poverty wages are not as
picturesque as those marveling at Piranesi’s aqueducts because their dignity
has been stolen from them as well as their health. The invisible destroyer
has found them as it has the country they once imagined was their own.
Gray Brechin

Even Before the Lead
We are drawn to things visually long before we attempt to represent them in
art or give expression to them in words. Our eyes and minds are captivated
as though we are each vouchsafed an individual palette of concerns to which
as artists we bear a responsibility. My photographic concerns have not
strayed terribly far from the very first rolls of film I exposed when I was an
adolescent. Flint was the first urban environment I explored, readily available
by my bicycle peregrinations with a Nikon swinging from my neck.

View of Delft

Carel Fabritius, 1652

From the very invention of photography our cities have been a subject.
Our urban spaces remain a great and evolving human laboratory with
varying solutions, successes, signal failures, moments of humanist brilliance
and intentionally nurtured neglects. Visual antecedents for cityscape
photography lie in hand generated works whether drawings, paintings or
even the more inspired of architectural renderings. Personally the most
perpetually compelling examples are Piranesi, certainly Canaletto and one
painting, in particular, the panoramic View of Delft, 1652, by Carel Fabritius.
The single point perspective explored by painters is the only possibility
afforded the photographer working in two dimensions using single
exposures.
The 19th century examples of photographers with the city as subject are
too numerous to list in entirety, but mention must be made of particularly
inspirational influences for me. The very first photograph made in 1826 by
Nicéphore Niépce, taken from a window consists of architectural, though
not urban elements. Fox Talbot was photographing London scenes at the
same time that Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre was photographing Paris.
The claustrophobic Glasgow images of Thomas Annan made in the 186os
and 70s have commanded my imagination and deeply informed my vertical
panoramic photographs. The endless fascination with the ability to capture
so many details on a photographic plate along with the comparative ease
of an outdoor exposure continuing to this day has led to an abiding genre
of cityscape images. Of foremost and abiding significance to me are the
photographs of Eugène Atget. It has been suggested by John Szarkowski
that Atget simply knew where to put his tripod. It is an observation which
at once reveals the challenge and the secret of photography, particularly for
photographers who print, as I do, from an uncropped full frame negative,
meaning that framing and compositional decisions must be made on
location.

Atget has largely left his Paris unpeopled. A by-product perhaps initially
of the early morning light he preferred before people were venturing out
for the day, but clearly it developed into a preference. His city images are
in large part uncluttered as if an empty stage when the curtain rises on a
theatre piece, where any number of social scenarios might endlessly unfurl
themselves. This allows for a kind of dreaming within a real space and an
opening to mental meanderings of imaginary encounters that the presence
of too many carefully delineated personages would discourage. In such
images photography can approach literature.
A ready facility at determining point of view can only be born of a dedicated
experience with a given camera format and lens. It is a consistency found in
great work since the inception of photography. Ralph Gibson is particularly
brilliant in his lifelong use of a Leica and a very few select lenses: 35mm,
50mm and 90mm. From such a limitation, magic can be engendered. His
intimate grasp of what these lenses capture has made of him a master of
photographic vision. All arts classically pursued demand a similar discipline
and rigour. Borges railed against young students of poetry wanting to write
free verse endlessly, suggesting instead that they should first write sonnets
for twenty years, after which they might begin to understand the meaning of
free verse. Writing a sonnet can amount to limiting one’s technical approach
to photography.
The poet who writes “free” verse is like Robinson Crusoe on his desert island: he must do all his cooking, laundry and darning for himself. In a few
exceptional cases, this manly independence produces something original and
impressive, but more often the result is squalor — dirty sheets on the unmade
bed and empty bottles on the unswept floor.
W.H. Auden
The use of a panoramic format in my own cityscape work was initiated as a
solution to a frustration. Invited in the year 2000 for a one-person show in
Moscow, I wanted to work in this beautiful and complex city as Atget had
done in his Paris. I was told incorrectly, as it turned out, that the 8 x 10 inch
film I required for such a venture was unavailable. Discouraged as to what
camera to work with, my thoughts turned to the arresting work done in
Prague by Josef Sudek. His use of the panoramic format began to seem a
thoughtful and promising solution. From Sudek I developed the courage to
cut off the tops of buildings, to allow empty foreground and to explore urban
spaces more expansively.

The Linhof camera I use is of approximately the same aspect ratio as that
used by Sudek, but produces a 6 x 17 cm image on roll film rather than on his
10 x 30 cm cut film sheets. Sudek had to make do with one arm in his work,
a heroism that remains a constant example of courage and inspiration. To
prepare for work in Moscow, I shot for months in San Francisco, learning
how the camera sees city spaces. Because there is not a moving lens
element, the horizontals and verticals satisfyingly maintain their straight
lines. Though the spaces of every city are different, whether in the width
of the boulevards, the height of the buildings or the vertical variances
topographically, most essential is to know how any given camera renders
space and as with Atget, to know where to stand when a given view is
desired.
Flint, my native city, where I lived the first twenty years of my life, has
posed for me the greatest challenge of any other urban space, with many
people being threatening towards me on seeing my camera. Has the failed
economic situation created and nurtured these hostilities? Situated in
Michigan, it was at one time a great industrial center, and the beneficiary of
inspired philanthropy from the first moguls of the city. It was a supportive
environment in which to grow up, with a vigorous cultural life readily
available, and demanding public and music educations. The things that
happened in the shadows of intentionally blind, abusive chambers of
power were in place long before there was a betrayal by General Motors or
a water crisis engineered under the auspices of the emergency managers
of Michigan Governor Snyder. In the 70s the greed and corruption of the
city leaders and anti-union industrialists precipitated policies which have
left a once vital city broken, daily depleting in population, with once safe
and beautifully manicured neighborhoods now broken by poverty, racism,
violence and a criminally challenged infrastructure.
My beautiful, brick, elementary school, named after Buffalo Bill Cody,
the same one my mother attended has been leveled rather than being
repurposed and my junior high school closed because of a lack of funding
and vision, not a lack of students or community need. A now deposed mayor
was intending to allow trees to be cut from city parks with a plan permitting
family members to profit from the lumber. An absurd but nearly realized
policy. The historic downtown has become a comparative ghost town. The
majority of new businesses in Genesee county are placed just outside the
city limits of Flint, chomping away at farmland in vastly extended malls and
medical complexes which by design shrink the tax base of the city while
exploiting the buying power of her citizens without contributing to the
urban coffers. It is all part of the tired conservative philosophy of socialism

and welfare for the rich, leaving capitalism for the poor. Once thriving and
safe neighborhoods are now drive by shooting zones. Flint is once again
back in the top 10 of most violent cities in America, according to the Federal
Bureau of Investigation statistics of 2017. The visionary, philanthropic
leadership of earlier city leaders such as Dort, Mott, and Durant has
been replaced by a contemporary generation of smug, tax dodging and
fence building elitists who sleep in performances of the symphony they
support, evidently fatigued from their labours. The exploitation of the
underprivileged is seemingly an unrelenting and demanding task master.
Flint is a dead canary in the mine that is America. It is far from being the
only one, but the one with which I am intimately familiar. My challenge
photographically has been to simply see this city as I have others without
prejudice, judgement or nostalgia. An exploration of the beautiful and
the ugly, the considered and the ill-considered, the bleak and the vital, the
explicit and the incidental in architecture and city spaces without intentional
emphasis of one over the other. My images are about a place, the traces,
scars and remains of a transformation and a neglect. There are purposely
no image captions. These images are visual research. Some images of piles
of rubble were once car factories incessantly operating day and night. The
empty parking lots were at one time perpetually full. Working with color
film armed with a map, I made certain not to make a single exposure outside
of the city limits, not being intimidated by police recommendations that I
not venture into certain dangerous areas. In living in any place, it is not only
the signal, beautiful or the celebrated that one experiences. I want to show
Flint as it is seen daily by her residents. A city is much more than only good
neighborhoods, or cultural centers. There are trees, empty streets, a crack
in a wall, countless quotidian views that at times both fascinate and repulse.
These photographs are the distillation of more than one thousand negatives
exposed in August 2002, often accompanied by my supportive and bemused
father. This is quite simply Flint as I know it and have seen it.
Dennis Letbetter
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