
 

Bodies at Risk: Rennie Harris, Thomas DeFrantz, 

Jackie Lopez & d. Sabela grimes 
Saturday, March 13, 5 p.m. ET 

 

 

    
 
Bodies at Risk is sponsored by Daily Hampshire Gazette and New England Public Media; Co-Presented with 
UMass Dance Department Beyond the Proscenium Conference.                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                        

UMass Amherst occupies the traditional land of the Nonotuck tribe. We recognize our neighboring Indigenous 

nations: the Nipmuc and the Wampanoag to the East, the Mohegan and Pequot to the South, the Mohican to the 

West, and the Abenaki to the North. We further acknowledge through language courtesy of Groundwater Arts, 

that YouTube, the platform used for this event, is headquartered in what is now called San Bruno, CA on the 

traditional lands of the Ohlone and Tamyen peoples. 

https://www.nepm.org/#stream/0
https://www.gazettenet.com/


ABOUT THE PANELISTS 

Rennie Harris founded Rennie Harris Puremovement American Street Dance Theater (RHPM) in 
1992. The London Times called Harris “the Basquiat of the US.” A native son of North Philadelphia 
Rennie Harris was voted one of the most influential people in the last 100 years of Philadelphia 
history. He’s received three Bessie Awards, four Black Theater Alvin Ailey Awards, the Herb Alpert 
Award in choreography, a Guggenheim, Dance Magazines Legend Award and Palm Desert Festival 
Lifetime Achievement Award. Harris received honorary doctorates from both Bates College and 
Columbia College-Chicago. He is the first choreographer to set an evening length work on Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater Company. The breath-taking work called “Lazarus,” is hailed as a 
modern-day version of Ailey’s signature work, “Revelations.” Harris has performed for Queen 
Elizabeth, the Princess of Monaco, and has served as Hip-hop ambassador for President Ronald 
Reagan’s US Embassy Tour (1986). In 2012, Rennie Harris Puremovement served as Hip-hop 
Ambassadors for President Barack Obama’s Dance Motion USA and toured the Middle East. 
Harris is also noted for coining the terms “hip-hop concert dance” and “street dance theater” in 
the 1990s. RHPM is the longest running street dance theater company in American history and 
considered the preeminent authority on Hip-hop and street dance culture. Recently, Rennie 
Harris became a recipient of the Doris Duke Artist Award. Joan Acocella stated in The New 
Yorker, “Harris is the most respected and, to my knowledge, the most brilliant hip-hop 
choreographer in America.”  
 
 
Thomas F. DeFrantz is a Professor of Dance at Duke University who specializes in African diaspora 
aesthetics, dance historiography, and the intersections of dance and technology. 
He directs SLIPPAGE@Duke:Performance|Culture|Technology, a research group that explores 
emerging technology in live performance applications. DeFrantz believes in our shared capacity 
to do better, and to engage our creative spirit for a collective good that is anti-racist, anti-
homophobic, proto-feminist, and queer affirming. He received the 2017 Outstanding Research in 
Dance award from the Dance Studies Association, and acted as a consultant for the Smithsonian 
Museum of African Life and Culture. Books include Dancing Revelations Alvin Ailey's Embodiment 
of African American Culture (2004), and Black Performance Theory, co-edited with Anita 
Gonzalez (2014). Commissioned works include: Creative: Queer Theory! An Academic Travesty 

commissioned by the Theater Offensive of Boston/Flynn Center for the Arts; fastDANCEpast, 
created for the Detroit Institute for the Arts; and reVERSE-gesture-reVIEW commissioned by the 
Nasher Museum in response to the work of Kara Walker. In 2013, working with Takiyah Nur Amin, 
DeFrantz founded the Collegium for African Diaspora Dance, a growing consortium of 300 
researchers. As an educator DeFrantz has created the following student works: 2015, Washington 
University, St. Louis, “tell me a secret”, a tap work; 2016, Columbia College Chicago, the 
contemporary improvisational “...but are we good now?”; 2017, Connecticut College “...how 

could I have known?” a tap work and in 2018 he created “➘4?” for students at Duke University.   
  
 

 

 



Jackie “Miss Funk” Lopez has been working for 20 years as a professional dancer, choreographer, 
teaching artist and cultural educator who serves as Lecturer in Hip-Hop Dance at UCLA and has 
worked with students and artists of all ages from LA, NYC, Philly, Israel, United Kingdom, France, 
Colombia and India. She is Co-Founder/Co-Artistic Director of Versa-Style Dance Company, a 
professional hip-hop touring company allowing dancers from the inner city to thrive as 
professionals, while also providing Hip-hop arts programing to the youth in underserved 
communities. Jackie has also served The Flourish Foundation since 2006, first as a Program 
Director and soon after flourishing as Executive Director. Some of her accomplishments include: 
first Latina woman to teach Hip-hop dance and build the Hip-hop curriculum at UCLA since 2009; 
Lester Horton Artist Appreciation Award presented by the Dance Resource Center in Los Angeles; 
All Styles Judge for Freestyle Session Los Angeles 2015 & 2018; Popping Judge for Ladies of Hip-
hop NYC 2015; and Crew Champions with Versa-Style Dance Company - The Week Hip-hop 
International Dance Festival in Italy 2016. 
 
 
d. Sabela grimes, 2017 County of Los Angeles Performing Arts Fellow and 2014 United States 
Artists Rockefeller Fellow, is a trans-media storyteller whose creative practice draws directly from 
Black movement systems and cultivates a devoted interest in the physical/meta-physical 
efficacies of Afribiquitous life practices. His dance theater works are a mix of socio-historical 
observation, self-examination and speculative exploration through layers of interconnected 
sonic, visual and kinesthetic arrangements. Sabela affirms that his primary intention is to center 
and amplify joy through expressive forms that play in the corrugated spaces of what he calls 
‘Cosmic Blackness’. Previous work, ELECTROGYNOUS, declares that Black gender qualities are 
infinite, multidimensional and distinct manifestations of wombniversal consciousness. His 
current serial project, Dark Matter Messages, dreams Octavia E. Butler’s body of work into 
modular multi-disciplinary performance/installation experience(s) that include “minting” digital 
art using blockchain technology. Each experience realizes quantum Blackness as a means to play 
within the nowness of recurring futures.  On faculty at USC’s Glorya Kaufman School of Dance, 
he continues to cultivate, Funkamental MediKinetics, a movement system that draws on the 
layered dance training, community building, and spiritual practices evident in Black vernacular 
and Hip Hop/Street dance forms. Sabela loves speculative fiction, declarative realness and 
pancakes. 
 

 

 

The UMass Fine Arts Center is supported by the New England Foundation for the 
Arts through the New England Arts Resilience Fund, part of the United States 

Regional Arts Resilience Fund, an initiative of the U.S. Regional Arts Organizations and The Andrew W. 
Mellon Foundation, with major funding from the federal CARES Act from the National Endowment for the 
Arts. 



Upcoming Event: 

Bodies at Risk: Emily Johnson & Alice Sheppard 
Thursday, March 18, 2021 at 7:00 p.m. ET | Free Event 
Conversation and Q&A 

 

A USA Artist, Creative Capital grantee and Bessie Award winner, Alice Sheppard creates 
movement that engages intersectional disability arts, culture, and history to challenge 
conventional understandings of disabled and dancing bodies. She is the founder and artistic lead for 

Kinetic Light. Emily Johnson is a Bessie Award-winning choreographer, Guggenheim Fellow and 
recipient of the Doris Duke Artist Award, she is based in New York City. Originally from Alaska, 
Emily is of Yup’ik descent.  

Emily Johnson's residency is made possible with funding from the "Gathering at the Crossroads: 
Building Native American and Indigenous Studies program of the Five College Consortium," an 
initiative underwritten by a grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. 

  

For more information about these and all UMass Fine Arts Center Events 

and to get your ticketing link please visit:    

 fineartscenter.com 

https://fac.umass.edu/Online/default.asp

