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Introduction: The Architectural Role of Black Performance in Global 
Modernity

The transition into the twentieth century was marked by seismic shifts in urban geography, labor structures, and the 

aesthetic definitions of the "modern." At the heart of this transformation was a figure often relegated to the margins 

of academic history: the Black woman performer. In her seminal work, Babylon Girls: Black Women Performers 

and the Shaping of the Modern, historian Jayna Brown provides a comprehensive cultural history of the African 

American women who populated variety shows, chorus lines, burlesque revues, and cabaret acts from roughly 

1890 to 1945. This era, characterized by the Great Migrationand the rise of mass media, utilized the bodies and

labor of Black women to negotiate the anxieties and ecstasies of the modern age.

Understanding the impact of these performers requires a technical move beyond the mere appreciation of talent; it 

necessitates a rigorous analysis of performative labor, the mechanics of the variety stage, and the 

transnational circuitsthrough which these artists traveled. The term "Babylon Girl" itself serves as a dual signifier.

On one hand, it refers to the biblical and metaphorical association of the city (Babylon) with excess, sin, and the

spectacle of the fallen woman. On the other hand, as Brown argues, these women were the architects of a new

urban vernacular, creating the physical and rhythmic vocabulary that would come to define modern life globally.

This article provides an in-depth technical breakdown of the themes, figures, and historical frameworks established

by Brown's research.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework

To analyze the impact of performers like Ada Overton Walker or Josephine Baker, we must first define the

theoretical mechanisms at play within the early 20th-century entertainment industry. Brown’s work utilizes several

key concepts that bridge the gap between sociology and performance studies.

1. The Bodily Archive

In the absence of traditional written records for many subaltern performers, the bodily archivebecomes the

primary site of historical data. This concept suggests that technical movements—the specific syncopation of a

dance step, the posture of a chorus girl, or the timbre of a cabaret singer—encode the social conditions and

resistances of the era. The body acts as a medium that stores and transmits cultural memory across geographical

borders.

2. The Variety Circuit as a Technical System

The variety show was not merely a collection of acts but a highly structured technical system designed for 

maximum throughput of entertainment. This system relied on several components:Standardization of Talent:  The 

development of the "chorus line" required a level of physical uniformity and synchronized precision that mirrored the 

industrial assembly lines of the Fordist era.Modular Performance: Acts were designed to be portable and 

modular, capable of being inserted into different revues across New York, London, Paris, and Berlin.Racialized 

Commodification:The industry functioned by packaging Black expressive culture into a consumable format for



white audiences, often requiring performers to navigate the technical constraints of minstrelsy tropes while

asserting their own artistic agency.

3. The Transatlantic Trajectory

Modernity was not a localized phenomenon but a transnational movement. Brown tracks the migration of

performers across the Atlantic, demonstrating how Black women utilized the "oceanic space" to escape the

restrictive Jim Crow laws of the United States. In Europe, these performers were often viewed as the vanguard of

the American avant-garde, allowing them to experiment with technical forms of dance and song that were

discouraged or suppressed at home.

Technical Analysis: The Evolution of Performative Mechanics

The evolution from the 1890s "Pickaninny" acts to the sophisticated 1930s cabaret reflects a sophisticated change 

in the technical executionof Black performance. This transition can be broken down into specific procedural shifts

in choreography and stagecraft.

The Cakewalk and the Deconstruction of Social Dance

One of the earliest and most significant technical contributions was the Cakewalk. Originally a plantation dance 

that parodied the stiff formalisms of white ballroom culture, it was professionalized by performers like Ada Overton 

Walker. Walker's technical innovation lay in her ability to elevate the dance from a caricature to a high-art form. She 

applied a rigorous pedagogical approach to the dance, emphasizing grace, verticality, and precise rhythmic control. 

By doing so, she challenged the prevailing pseudo-scientific notion that Black movement was merely "natural" or 

"impulsive," proving instead that it was a result of disciplined technical mastery.

The Chorus Line and Industrial Synchronicity

The rise of the chorus line in the early 1900s introduced a new mechanical requirement for the Black female body. 

The "Babylon Girls" of the chorus had to function as a single, multi-limbed organism. This required:Metric 

Precision: Maintaining perfect 4/4 or 2/4 time while executing complex polyrhythmic footwork.Visual Geometry: 

The use of formations (wedges, lines, circles) that transformed the stage into a moving architectural space.Labor 

Discipline:Performers often worked multiple shows a day, requiring an athletic level of physical endurance and

consistency.

Comparison and Evaluation of Performance Epochs

The following table evaluates the differences between the two primary eras covered in Brown’s cultural history: the 

Transitional Era (1890-1915) and the High Modernist Era (1916-1945).



Feature Transitional Era (1890–1915) High Modernist Era (1916–1945)

Primary Venue Vaudeville, Traveling Minstrel Shows Nightclubs, Cabarets, Broadway, Film

Core Performance Style Cakewalk, Early Ragtime Dance Jazz, Charleston, Swing, Tap

Geographic Scope Domestic US, Limited European Tours Global Circuits (Paris, Berlin, 
Shanghai)

Key Archetype The "Belle" and the "Soubrette" The "Exotic Modern" and the "Jazz 
Queen"

Technical Focus Refining/Elevating Folk Forms Abstracting and Industrializing Rhythm

Social Objective Professionalization and Racial Uplift Artistic Autonomy and 
Transnationalism

Integration of Musical Instrumentation

A critical but often overlooked technical aspect is the instrumental mastery of performers like Valaida Snow.

Known as the "Queen of the Trumpet," Snow’s performance was not limited to dance or vocals. Her technical

proficiency on the trumpet—characterized by high-register accuracy and complex improvisational phrasing—placed

her in direct competition with male contemporaries like Louis Armstrong. This intersection of instrumental skill and

stage presence represents a peak in the technical agency of the Black woman performer, as it broke the gendered

barrier of the "singer-only" role.

Case Studies: Pioneering Figures in the Shaping of the Modern

Case Study 1: Ada Overton Walker – The Professionalization of the Vernacular

Ada Overton Walker was more than a performer; she was a performance theorist. In an era where Black

performance was frequently dismissed as primitive, Walker published articles and gave interviews detailing the

technical requirements of her craft. She argued that the movements of Black dancers were a sophisticated form of

art that required as much study as classical ballet. Her work with the Williams and Walker Company integrated high-

production values with African American vernacular dance, creating a template for the modern musical.

Case Study 2: Belle Davis and the Global Circuit

Belle Davis represents the technical mastery of management and mobility. As a performer and a manager of her

own troupe of child performers ("The Joyful Youths"), Davis navigated the complex logistics of international touring

in the early 1900s. Her ability to maintain technical standards across different stages in Britain and Continental

Europe demonstrates the administrative rigor required to sustain a career on the global variety circuit. Her success

illustrates how Black women utilized the entertainment industry to gain a level of economic and physical mobility

that was otherwise unavailable to them.

Case Study 3: Josephine Baker – Primitivism as a Technical Tool

Josephine Baker is perhaps the most famous figure associated with the "Babylon Girl" archetype. Her career in 

Paris, specifically her performances in the Revue Nègre, utilized a technical strategy that Brown describes as 

playing with "primitivism." Baker took the white European fantasies of the "African savage" and turned them into a 

hyper-modern, almost cubist performance. Her movements were characterized by sudden shifts in direction, 



extreme physical contortions, and a comic sensibility that deconstructed the very stereotypes she appeared to be 

inhabiting. Technically, Baker’s work was a form of semiotic warfare, using the body to subvert the colonial gaze.

Methodological Field Guide: Recovering Lost Histories

For researchers and historians, Brown’s work provides a procedural roadmap for recovering histories of 

marginalized groups. The following steps outline the methodological framework used in Babylon Girls:

1.  Archival Triangulation: When direct accounts are missing, use a combination of theatrical trade journals (like 

*The New York Age* or *The Freeman*), ship manifests, police records, and reviews in the foreign press to piece 

together a performer’s itinerary and impact.

2.  Visual Analysis: Examine photographs and early film clips not just for aesthetic value but for kinetic data. 

Look at the muscular engagement, the spatial relationship between performers, and the costuming as technical 

indicators of labor conditions.

3.  Contextual Mapping: Place the performer within the larger socio-technical systems of the time, such as the 

development of the railroad, the steamship, and the growth of urban electricity, which facilitated the "bright lights" of 

the variety districts.

4.  Intersectional Critique: Analyze how the intersection of race and gender dictated the physical movements 

allowed on stage. Identify the technical "limit cases" where performers pushed against these boundaries.

Operational Challenges and Failure Modes in Early Performance

The life of a "Babylon Girl" was fraught with operational risks that required constant navigation. Understanding

these challenges provides a clearer picture of the resilience required to shape the modern era.

1. The Trap of Essentialism

A recurring challenge was the essentialist expectationof audiences. Performers were often expected to exhibit an

"innate rhythm" or "natural sexuality." The failure to meet these expectations could lead to loss of employment,

while adhering to them too closely risked reinforcing harmful stereotypes. The technical solution used by

performers like Walker was to frame their work as "artistic study," thereby distancing it from the realm of the natural.

2. Legal and Physical Mobility Constraints

The technical infrastructure of segregation(Jim Crow) created significant barriers to travel. Performers had to

navigate "Green Books," segregated train cars, and hostile local authorities. The failure mode here was often

physical danger or financial ruin due to canceled dates. Performers mitigated this by forming tight-knit professional

networks and increasingly seeking work in international jurisdictions where their mobility was less constrained by

law, if not by custom.

3. The Fragility of the Archive

Because variety performance was often considered "low art," many technical records—choreography notes, 

musical arrangements, and film reels—were lost or destroyed. This creates a "data gap" for historians. Brown’s 

technical response is to treat the cultural memory of the Black community and the influence on later art forms

as a secondary data set that validates the primary historical existence of these performers.

The Broader Implications of the Babylon Girl

The influence of the Black women performers analyzed in Babylon Girlsextends far beyond the stage of the early

20th century. Their technical innovations in rhythm, movement, and persona laid the groundwork for the globalized

popular culture we recognize today. The "modern" was not something that happened to Black women; it was



something they helped construct through their labor, their mobility, and their creative genius.

By deconstructing the variety stage as a technical system, Jayna Brown reveals that the chorus line was as much a 

part of the modern world as the factory line. The performers were not just entertainers; they were modernist 

subjectswho navigated the tensions between being commodities and being creators. They used their bodies to

map out new ways of being in a world that was rapidly shrinking due to technology and expanding due to migration.

Ultimately, the study of the "Babylon Girl" forces a reevaluation of what we consider to be technical expertise. It

asserts that the ability to synchronize a line of dancers, to improvise a jazz solo, or to manage a transnational tour

are high-level technical skills that were essential to the cultural and economic machinery of the 20th century. As we

continue to investigate the shaping of the modern, the contributions of these women stand as a testament to the

power of performance as a site of both discipline and liberation.
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