






























































community involvement into processes of artmaking.® These 

sessions, made available to any who would attend, confirmed her 

belief that art should be accessible to all, and that “choreography is 

always the act of sharing.”® 
As an embodied artist compelled to research through activities 

far removed from theaters and dance studios, Cummings explored 

difference as a necessary aspect of human existence, Her research 

probed simple and urgent themes with great care and concern— 

money, intimacy, menstruation, aging, clashes between cultures. 

Her work always felt like a sharing circle, or a place to express, in 

nonlinear terms, how we feel among one another. She encouraged 

people to think together, in the unusual assemblies of our differ- 

ences. She deployed her tender voice and embodied charisma with 

expertise, guiding difficult conversations about racism with wit 

and sincerity, toward a goal that we all might learn to do better. 

As she told a reporter in 1985, “I’m still concerned with issues of 

caring for yourself and people close to you, to show that you're 

living a life that’s worth having no matter if you're an executive or 

simply scrubbing a floor.”*” 

Cummings resisted any impulse to maintain a “company” of 

performers, and she worked most often as a soloist. Solo artistry 

was inevitably a bit lonely, even if the solo event allowed her “a 

welcome respite from creating from the outside in, on a group.”®* 

In one interview, Cummings commented that we are “born alone” 

and “die alone,” and that her performances intend to speak “for 

that part of each of us that is always alone.”®? In the contradiction 

that is being “alone” performing in front of a large group of 

strangers, her work thrived in the juxtaposition of ideas that 

create the space of a theatrical moment in process. 

In 1993, reflecting on why she had become an artist, she told a 

reporter: “You can take liberties in art, open up some possibilities 

not there before. ... You are never really stuck.”’° Indeed, she 

moved between being an artist and facilitator throughout her life, 

using her work to reveal the person slightly hidden behind the 

performer. We might note with interest that several times she 

disrobed to strip herself bare—or at least topless—in an effort to 

bring her audience even closer to herself. She wanted us to better 

see the Black femme crafting space and time in her creations; 

stripping to the waist, in films and onstage, she compelled her 

audiences to look. She demonstrated how autobiography could 

be an act of community.” She was, as she explained once, a solo 

performer but not a solo artist.”* She toured widely, often on her 

own, and she taught regularly—at the Lincoin Center Institute, 

City College of New York, New York University, Cornell University, 

Williams College, and, of course, many other places whose names 

escape the limitations of an incomplete and fragmentary archive. 

Cummings worked to bring people toward each other, even 

when that work was exceedingly difficult. In an interview about 

the making of Girlchild in 1973, she related that she “tried to find a 

way of representing an archetypal figure that I would understand 

from a deep, personal, subconscious point of view that at the 

same time would be strong enough to overlap several [Bjlack 

cultures.”” Clearly, she achieved that nearly impossible task, and 

continued to incorporate her own sorrows into her creative work. 

Her father’s murder at the hand of a taxi passenger in 1985, and 

her mother’s mastectomy in 1993, each wound their way into her 

theatrical dance visions. 

By the time Cummings died in 2015, dance writers and 

younger artists remembered her with increasing respect and 

admiration. Her New York Times obituary noted her “sinuous 

dynamism” and her achievement as a “compact rather than 

willowy” movement artist.“ An emotional tribute from dance 

luminaries on October 4, 2015, at New York Live Arts confirmed 

how Cummings had moved among worlds—not between them, 

but among them. In a 1995 interview with Goler, she opined: “As 

we move into the twenty-first century, our sense of community 

will be greater than we could possibly imagine, and our ability to 

grasp that, and rise to that, will directly affect how we connect our 

past and future.”’> Cummings’s version of postmodern assemblage 

pointed directly at the shared roots of personal participation in 

larger narratives of community. 

The magic of Cummings’s performances arrives in her 

commitment to movement as a register of character, as well as 

her accuracy as an embodied artist; her willingness as an 

improviser to do one thing again and again and again until it 

is time to do something else. And of course, her well-honed 

ability to know when to change into the next thing, and when to 

revisit an idea for emphasis. Her process included conducting 

oral histories and asking questions; she was always concerned 

with “sharing with people from many different backgrounds 

and cultures.””® She considered family as a “recurring point of 

reference—but family in the broad sense, not just your brother. 

Family ... where one learns to share a sense of identity; a 

sense of relating to other things; a sense of interpretation of 

information.” In 1993 she told an interviewer, “I once thought 
Td have my own family: a husband, children, house, two cars. 

It just hasn’t happened.””* And so, she crafted the worlds she 

needed in these performances and works of art. She made works 

to be accepted and paid attention to, even amid the discords 

of difference. Crafting gestures that matter, each and every 

one. Sitting at the table, eating, sharing the newspaper and a 

disagreement. Dancing. Living. With others. 





CODA 

In 1994, I was lucky enough to interview Blondell Cummings 

at her home on First Avenue. I knew her—through films and 

archival documents available at the New York Public Library for 

the Performing Arts—as someone vivacious and bold, as someone 

concerned with the responsibilities of presence and transmission, 

of being and sharing with others. Generous and gracious, she 

encouraged me to continue my own work toward advanced study, 

and to teach. “You are a living part of history,” she told me. 

“Artists have a responsibility to teaching. Believe your vision.” 

We watched videos of dances from the 1970s and chatted about her 

presence in those mostly white avant-garde works. We looked at 

photographs of dances I had heard of but never seen. Most of the 

images looked mysterious and sad; Cummings and other dancers 

appear in postures that seemed enervated and appropriately 

postmodern. Indicating one of the pieces, I asked her, a bit 

shyly, “What role did you play?” She looked askance, and sighed. 

“The Black girl. Everybody had one.” We laughed together as new 

friends do, and I felt embraced by the warmth of other suns that 

called her toward an amazing life as a Black woman artist and a 

very personal postmodernist. 
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