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In 2019, the artist received a Lifetime Achievement Award from her 
alma mater, Howard University in Washington, DC, recognizing her 
work for more than half a century. The rest of us need to catch up.

—Suzanne Hudson

Blondell Cummings 
ART + PRACTICE

“It’s the beauty in things that we sometimes lose track of,” wrote chore-
ographer, dancer, and video artist Blondell Cummings (1944–2015) 
almost thirty years ago. “When I’m at my worst, I don’t see it. When I’m 
at my best I see it all around me.” Enchanted with the rituals, spaces, and 
stuff of everyday life, Cummings took an empathic and (auto)ethno-
graphic approach to her craft that suffused every part of this welcome 
retrospective of her work, jointly produced by Art + Practice and the 
Getty Research Institute—the first of what, one hopes, will be many 
exhibitions to come out of the latter institution’s African American Art 
History Initiative. (Although the Getty’s participation is laudable here, 
Art + Practice has been highlighting Black artistic innovation for years—
and often without the benefit of J. Paul’s bucks and personnel.) 

As anyone who has watched a poorly filmed performance can attest, 
dancing for the camera is a challenge; a dancer must be as attuned to 
their body as to the device framing it. (And the camera operator, like-
wise, must invest in their own movements, responding to the subject’s 
physical fluctuations and dynamism.) In early works such as 1st Tape, 
ca. 1975, Cummings can be seen massaging this relationship, testing 
the limits and possibilities of the body and its videographic representa-
tion across nine takes. The piece was one of the few in the exhibition 
that ran in its entirety, and thus gave viewers extended insight into 
Cummings’s process. Because of her early experiences with photogra-
phy, she understood dance primarily as “moving pictures,” a kinetic 
aesthetic event that has the capacity to shift both the performer’s and 
the spectator’s interior and social worlds. 

Sustenance (Food for Thought, 1983), menstruation (Cycle, 1978), 
and aging (Just a Coupla Boomers Sittin Around Chillin, 2001) are all 
topics that Cummings approached with gusto, developing mutating 
phrases of quotidian actions. She consistently understood and exploited 
the emotional stakes of a life well lived—many times throughout the 
exhibition one could see Cummings’s face melt, mid-dance, into an 
expression of all-consuming grief, for instance, or infectious joy. 

Nowhere was this more apparent than in The Ladies and Me, 1980, 
a performance that responds to the sonic testimony of Black female 
vocalists with sensitivity and ferocity. Here and elsewhere in the exhi-
bition, one could witness what dancer and historian Brenda Dixon-
Stowell terms “stop-watch gestures”—jagged passages of broken 
motions that render “the way normal movement appears when it is 
fragmented by strobe lights.” 

Although much of the exhibition focuses on Cummings’s solo pieces, 
she was a consistent participant in overlapping avant-garde dance 
circles—working with Meredith Monk’s The House, Bill T. Jones’s 
EverybodyWorks, Nimbus Dance, and Jacob’s Pillow, to name a few. 
Collaborations with other dancers, such as her 1995 duet with Junko 
Kikuchi for a feminist translation of the Kobo Abe novel The Woman 
in the Dunes (1962), reveal the manner in which Blondell drew from 
and expanded upon the energies of those she shared the stage with. 
Notably, Cummings and Kikuchi revise Abe’s title to reflect the very 
fact of their togethering, reacasting it as Women in the Dunes. Most 
spectacular, in this reviewer’s opinion, was Commitment: Two Portraits, 
1988 (directed by Montrealer Bernar Hébert), in which Cummings 
moves through a 1950s-style kitchen, scrubbing the floor and eventu-
ally picking up a heavy cast-iron pan that she guides through the air as 
though it were made of candy floss. Expanding on Chicken Soup (part 
of the Food for Thought suite, 1983), arguably Cummings’s best-
known work, Commitment: Two Portraits is a standout example of the 
dancer/choreographer’s narrative sophistication, wherein the activities 
of everyday life are occasions for accessing memory, grief, and joy.

—Andy Campbell

Jonny Negron
CHÂTEAU SHATTO

In Jonny Negron’s acrylic-on-linen painting Untitled (all works 2021), 
a muscle-bound man, facing the viewer, luxuriates in a soapy bath. His 
large cartoonish eyes are turned down as a pout curves his ample lips, 
accentuating the picture’s moody, contemplative atmosphere. Both his 
body and the pillowy drifts of bubbles that cling to his sculpted phy-
sique are awash in sensuous shades of red as he sits before a humming 
monochromatic field of luminous crimson. This piece, one of six new 
canvases in “Spirits,” the artist’s second solo show at Château Shatto, 
represents Negron’s move from modestly scaled works on paper to 
much larger canvases following his 2018 exhibition at the gallery. Piv-
oting from his experiences in making comics, wherein one hypotheti-
cally has as many frames as needed to tell a story, Negron has turned 
to Renaissance painting conventions, which provide plenty of tricks for 
conveying complex, emotionally laden narratives in a single image. In 
this presentation, many of Negron’s subjects are often oriented toward 
the viewer as they elaborately pose and gesture in tableaux rife with 
symbolic objects. Take the aforementioned work, in which a conch 
shell and a bar of jabon esoterica ogun (a soap sold in botanicas) rest 
on the edge of the tub while a lily and a hibiscus with carefully rendered 
pistils, imbued with a quiet but unabashed eroticism, stand delicately 
in the foreground.

Cosmic Dancer, a fifty-four-by-seventy-four-inch painting, invokes 
Botticelli’s Primavera, ca. 1480, with its lineup of curvy female revelers 
who theatrically show off their bodies. Negron’s beauties are Gen Z 
partygoers in Y2K-inspired outfits and chunky heels. A DJ in a bucket 
hat and a Guess sweatshirt spins in the background. Like Botticelli’s 
nymphal spring dancers, each woman intricately gestures with her 
hands: Taloned fingers point, fan out, or press against the bodies of 
their owners. The selfie-taking figure at the far-left side of the canvas 
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positions her left hand in the same manner as Botticelli’s central Venus, 
performing a welcoming gesture that scholars have compared to the 
one displayed by the Virgin Mary in Annunciation scenes. Negron’s 
subjects, who at first glance seem like your typical cool girls with their 
Telfar bags and belly-baring looks, are actually something else, conjur-
ing club-going goddesses out for a good time on the mortal plane. The 
nocturnal otherworldliness of the setting is further emphasized by the 
curious inclusion of a ghostly, transparent, miniskirted woman who 
appears to be exiting the picture, stage right.

This particular group of nightlife paintings has been described in 
various press accounts as orgiastic, hedonistic—as representations of 
partying run amok. But Negron’s formal decisions felt more serene than 
bacchanalian: Each canvas is awash in calming blues, blushes, and 
purples. And his figures always appear self-possessed and poised even 
as they dance, sniff poppers, or wait in a queue outside the club. These 
works were hung alongside a number of video pieces featuring 
soundtracks written and performed by the artist. The songs were soft, 
trance-inducing. In one of these works, pink flowers, he intoned repeat-
edly: “Whenever I am down you bring me pink flowers.” In Negron’s 
world, nightlife is ameliorative, a healing realm that exists outside of 
regular time and space—a place where spirits are either imbibed or 
received as welcome visitors to the dance floor.

—Ashton Cooper

TORONTO

Jagdeep Raina
TEXTILE MUSEUM OF CANADA

Softness is power, especially in a world that puts so much faith in 
unyielding hardness. The works in Jagdeep Raina’s exhibition “Chase” 
embrace tenderness and the pursuit of dreams through immigrant life. 
His art—via embroidered tapestries, quilts, drawings, and videos—
captures moments from the lives of Kashmiri and Punjabi Sikh com-
munities around the globe. Each piece seeks to highlight the bonds 
people create to foster a sense of home and build a family, be it chosen 
or by blood. This show also provides an opportunity for the Textile 

Museum of Canada to contend with its own inherently colonialist 
legacy in the ethnographic collecting of carpets and textiles. Each of 
the three handwoven checkered scarves that comprise Raina’s Kashmiri 
Shawls, 2015, features a patch of embroidered flowers called buteh, 
which can be lifted by viewers to reveal small photographs of militarized 
regions in Kashmir. In these works, the artist speaks to the inherent 
violence of European cultural extraction and exploitation while casting 
a critical eye on the presenting institution’s own past and historically 
white gaze. In 2009, the museum mounted an exhibition on Kashmir 
shawls and described their evolution as a “cross-cultural phenomenon” 
rather than as tainted by cultural appropriation and Orientalism.

By depicting these histories of transnational migration—bittersweet 
renderings of journeys from here to there—Raina raises the humble 
art of embroidery up high. His modestly sized works, their fuzzy 
edges as soft and amorphous as an old memory, invite close viewing. 
Tapestries such as Chase for more, which depicts a house blanketed 
by snow, and Scarcity Mindset, both 2019, a portrayal of a glum 
grayish yard, describe the bleakness of Canadian winters while over-
laying the immigrant experience onto Western capitalism. But hope 
springs eternal as an elder tends to a verdant garden in Memories of 
our vast, lush, punjabi alluvial plains find themselves resurrected in 
these diasporic baghs, 2019, an ode to resilient spirit and adaptation. 
Home can be made anywhere, even in 
the harshest of climates. 

Warmth emanates from Raina’s ten-
der accounts of queer Sikh life. Khalsa 
Queers, 2021, a drawing mounted on a 
quilt, frontally presents two men—one 
nude, the other clothed—holding hands 
before a body of water. Behind them 
stands a wide, windowed building. Two 
Lovers, 2020, a silk-and-cotton embroi-
dery on muslin, shows a pair of men in 
purple turbans kissing above a pink 
swatch of hand-dyed fabric embroidered 
with analog clock faces, while in Lotus 
Flowers, 2021, the same couple is depicted 
in bed, embracing. In all these vignettes, 
silky threads dance across surfaces, 
expressive and wild like life. 

Affection flows throughout Raina’s 
works on paper, too, particularly in a 
suite of drawings based on New York 
City’s much-loved East Village dining 
establishment Punjabi Grocery & Deli. 
With a title full of heart (and inspired by 
a post on the spot’s Instagram account), 
It’s ‘Chaat’ O’Clock! Surinder at the Pun-
jab Deli, 2016, honors both the place’s 
kin and snacking rituals, illuminating 
Surinder Pal Singh, younger brother of 
owner Kulwinder Singh, as he serves up 
the South Asian street food from behind the store’s tiny counter. The 
deli has become a de facto community center for cabbies, club kids, 
students, and more—a nearly thirty-year-old urban hub where people 
from all walks of life can come together for a hot cup of chai and 
samosa chaat. With these works, we can feel the heat of human con-
nection radiating forth from their locations. The loving embrace of 
Raina’s wispy threads and itinerant pencils is a reminder of our small 
yet wide world and of the ripples of diaspora and home, wherever that 
may be. 

—Charlene K. Lau 

Jagdeep Raina,  
Lotus Flowers, 2021, 
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cotton thread, silk 
thread, muslin,  
13 × 6".

Jonny Negron, Cosmic 
Dancer, 2021, acrylic 

on linen, 54 × 74".
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