
UC Berkeley
Courses

Title
New Orleans: Historical Memory and Urban Design | Spring 2019 Studio Course

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/01f2x1sm

Author
Global Urban Humanities & Future Histories Lab, UC Berkeley

Publication Date
2019-04-01

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/01f2x1sm
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


L A N D S C A P E  A R C H I T E C T U R E  1 5 4  / 
A M E R I C A N  S T U D I E S  1 0 2

GLOBAL URBAN HUMANITIES 
UNDERGRADUATE INTERDISCIPLINARY 

RESEARCH STUDIO COURSE 
CASE STUDY

NEW ORLEANS:
HISTOR I CA L  MEM ORY AND URBAN DE SIGN



New Orleans: Historical Memory and Ur-
ban Design, an interdisciplinary research 
studio, focused on the ways human history 
and  urban design interact over time. Facul-
ty members Anna Livia Brand (Landscape 
Architecture) and Bryan Wagner (English) 
led this undergraduate course, which posed 
fundamental questions: how are cities de-
signed, and how are such designs reshaped 
over time – benefiting some residents and 
neighborhoods while imposing lasting 
harm on others? How can these multilay-
ered histories be peeled back, allowing the 
roots of violence and injustice to be revealed 
and contested? And how might place-based 
resistance strategies reclaim the past and 
portend the future? 

This course took students from a variety of 
academic majors on a journey through the 
history of New Orleans’ Black communi-
ties. They tracked the progressive margin-
alization, displacement, and gentrification 
of these communities, and traveled to the 
city to explore and learn from local resi-
dents and organizations firsthand. Brand 
and Wagner challenged students to harness 
their imaginations and creativity to reimag-
ine place-based strategies of resistance and 

design a map to guide residents and visi-
tors to important cultural events. The stu-
dio partnered with the New Orleans Paper 
Monuments project to create public poster 
art about  sites of deep meaning to the com-
munity, featuring individuals, social move-
ments, and historical events that shaped the 
city’s social geography and landscape. Then, 
students developed a digital interactive map 
of Claiborne Avenue, a main throughway 
through the city’s Black community, locating 
important sites of resistance and cultural 
regeneration – historical places, public art, 
cultural events, and street performances. 

In this case study, readers are introduced 
to the semester-long studio’s structure and 
pedagogical objectives, can view a rich sam-
ple of student creative work, and gain insight 
into the student experience via a set of re-
flective essays.

Keywords:
New Orleans, Urban history 
and design, African American 
neighborhoods, Treme and 7th Ward, 
Claiborne Avenue, Paper Monuments, 
project-based learning, place-making 
and performance.

WHY READ THIS CASE STUDY?

This case study is part of an archive of the UC Berkeley Global 
Urban Humanities Initiative and its Future Histories Lab, supported 
by the Mellon Foundation. The entire archive, including course case 
studies, faculty and student reflections, digital projects, symposia, 
exhibitions, and publications, is available at 
https://escholarship.org/uc/ucb_guh_fhl.

https://escholarship.org/uc/ucb_guh_fhl
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c ourse
de scrip tion

How can a city’s past become a meaningful platform for its future? How can city planners and community 
organizations work to answer this question in historic neighborhoods destabilized by environmental catastrophe, 
gentrification, multi-scaled development and the privatization of schools and social services?

In this Undergraduate Interdisciplinary Research Studio, students answered these questions by working in 
groups to create “paper monuments” (poster or other medium) proposing a public monument to a particular 
person, event, or movement from the history of New Orleans. Projects considered setting as well as the substance 
and design of the proposed monument and interfaceed with Paper Monuments in New Orleans. The class also 
produced a collaborative, interactive digital map of North Claiborne Avenue, representing public art (murals), 
street performance venues (Mardi Gras and second lines), and past and present neighborhood institutions 
(anchor businesses, parks, and community centers).

Landscape Architecture 154 / American Studies 102

4 Units, Spring 2019

Instructors:

Anna Livia Brand (Landscape Architecture)

Bryan Wagner (English)

NEW OR LEANS:
HISTORI CAL  ME MORY 
A ND UR B A N D E SI G N
A GLOBAL URBAN HUMANITIES RESEARCH STUDIO

Photo: Christopher Porche West
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T he Instructors

Anna Livia Brand’s research focuses on the historical development and 
contemporary planning and landscape design challenges in Black mecca 
neighborhoods in the American North and South. She is investigating how 
(re)development paradigms in the 21st century reflect ongoing racialization 
and her work interrogates the gendered, racialized and resistant constructions 
of the built environment over time. Her comparative work on Black mecca 
neighborhoods traces historical and contemporary productions of racial 
landscapes and resistance to these constructions in and across different cities, 
including New Orleans, Houston, Chicago and Washington D.C.. Her work 
on post-Katrina New Orleans examines how racial geographies have been 
reconstructed after the storm through disciplines like urban planning. Anna 
received her PhD in Urban Planning from MIT and is an Associate Professor 
in the Department of Landscape Architecture and Environmental Planning at 
the University of California, Berkeley.

Bryan Wagner is a Professor in the English Department at the University of 
California, Berkeley. His research focuses on African American expression in 
the context of slavery and its aftermath, and he has interests in legal history and 
vernacular culture. His books include Disturbing the Peace: Black Culture and 
the Police Power after Slavery (Harvard University Press, 2009), The Tar Baby: 
A Global History (Princeton University Press, 2017), The Wild Tchoupitoulas 
(Bloomsbury, 33 1/3 Series, 2019), The Life and Legend of Bras-Coupé: The 
Fugitive Slave Who Fought the Law, Ruled the Swamp, Danced at Congo 
Square, Invented Jazz, and Died for Love (Louisiana State University Press, 
2019). He has also co-edited a collection of critical essays, Looking for Law 
in All the Wrong Places (Fordham University Press, 2019). Current research 
includes a collaborative digital archive, Louisiana Slave Conspiracies

Anna Livia Brand

Bryan Wagner
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The class traveled to New Orleans to learn the history of 
Claiborne Avenue, which was a thriving Black business center 
anchoring the Treme district before it was decimated by an 
elevated highway in 1969. Students interviewed residents 
about current development plans that threaten the area with 
gentrification and further displacement.Using archival 
materials and analyses of redevelopment, students created a 
multimedia critical cartography map of the corridor. 
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c ourse summary
C onte xt

Students were engaged in readings, research, guest lecturers, and more to dive deep into the context of New 
Orleans. Students initially worked in groups to create “paper monuments” (posters or other mediums) proposing 
a public monument to a particular person, event, or movement from the history of New Orleans. The class later 
produced a collaborative project focused on North Claiborne Avenue, which runs thrugh the Treme and 7th 
Ward neighborhoods, New Orleans’ historic black core. The course ended in a week-long trip to New Orleans, 
where students got to engage with the neighborhoods they were learning about. 

Paper Monuments:  Arts  &  Humanit ie s  Methods
In the first part of the class, prior to their study trip to New Orleans, students 
engaged with New Orleans history through research-based creative projects. Paper 
Monuments (papermonuments.org) was a public art and public history project that 
emerged in the wake of the takedown of Confederate and White League monuments 
in New Orleans during 2017. Paper Monuments spark reflection and conversation 
about memorialization first, by soliciting proposals for new monuments dedicated 
to previously underrepresented people and events in the city’s history; second, by 
pairing writers and artists to create posters on topics chosen from the proposals; 
and third, by distributing and displaying the resulting posters in public spaces 
throughout New Orleans. 

Inspired by this public art project, students created their own paper monuments, 
i.e. posters with images and text. Each student researched and wrote proposals for 

three Paper Monuments. Students were encouraged to look to other resources that supplemented the resources 
the instructors shared with the class to aid them during their research process. Instructors then chose a list of 
fifteen monuments from the proposals, and students then signed up to work on two monuments, serving as a 
writer for one poster, and an artist for the other poster. Students gave 10 minute in-class presentations on their 
posters. Paper Monuments were also displayed in connection with the Global Urban Humanities initiative at 
UC Berkeley. 

Cl aiborne project:  C it y  Pl anning methods

In the second part of the class, students used city planning, landscape analysis, 
and social science methods to consider urban issues. Claiborne Avenue runs 
through the heart of New Orleans’ historic black core. As the spine that connects 
Treme and the 7th Ward communities, this corridor was historically the site of a 
vibrant black business district. New Orleans’ Treme and 7th War neighborhoods, 
the historic home to Free People of Color and Black Creoles, have given us Creole 
building arts, jazz music, second lines and brass band music, not to mention 
other vital elements of New Orleans’ sensory, culinary, and historical culture. 
Yet the vibrancy that once characterized Claiborne Avenue and its adjacent black 
neighborhoods has deteriorated since the 1960s construction of the elevated 
I-10 expressway. The decimation of this critical business and cultural corridor 
coupled with urban disinvestment and decline means that both Treme and 
the 7th Ward have seen increased indices of crime, abandonment, and social/
economic inequality since the 1960s. Despite these changing conditions, the 
communities adapted and elements of New Orleans’ black culture continue 

http://papermonuments.org
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to thrive in these neighborhood spaces. It is under the Claiborne overpass that 
Mardi Gras Indians gather on St. Joseph’s and Mardi Gras Days, where paraders 
celebrate Zulu, and where second line traverse. The spaces under the overpass have 
been reclaimed - with murals of the oak trees that once lined Claiborne Avenue a 
testament to the continued vitality of these communities. 

Since Hurricane Katrina, the areas adjacent to the Treme and 7th Ward 
neighborhoods are facing tremendous development pressures, which stand to 
affect the economic affordability and the social vitality of these black historic 
neighborhoods for their current resident and therefore threaten the viability of 
New Orleans’ historic black, cultural core. The corridor, with its varied, rich and 
even conflicted history contextualized by racial inequality and social vitality, 
continues to be integral to the geographic imaginations of local residents, serving 
not only as historical memory for black economic well being, but the contemporary 
consciousness of adaptation and resilience in the face of inequality. 

The Claiborne project works at this specific moment in time, yet traces back the 
deep social and business history that still informs resident’s imaginations. Students 
created an engaged, critical cartography project on the history and present uses of 
this black business corridor. Using archival materials and analyses of redevelopment, 
students created a multi-layered and multimedia mapping of the corridor. 

I-10 HIGHWAY DURING AND AFTER HURRICANE 
KATRINA.	
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By Nero Dotson
September 2019

Nero Dotson majored in Economics 
and completed the Undergraduate 
Certificate in Global Urban Humanities 
in 2019. He is interested in ways that 
private companies can contribute to low-
income communities and the growing 
role of businesses and their relationship 
with the communities in need. He 
was a student in the Spring 2019 GUH 
Undergraduate Studio course, New 
Orleans: Historical Memory and Urban 
Design. This is his reflection about the 
class trip to the Crescent City.

The city of New Orleans and its relentless spirit 
cannot be captured in its entirety because of its 
eclectic and fascinating synthesis of influences 
that has created a unique culture. Born out of 
its mixture of people and cultures, diversity 
of thought and celebration of differences, 
the Crescent City may truly reflect America’s 
ideal values.  However, these ideals are not 
consistently realized due to problems with the 
structure of power in place combined with the 
lack of forethought or purposeful design of the 
city.  

I was honored to join a group of ambitious 
and enthusiastic UC Berkeley Global Urban 
Humanities students led by Professors Anna 
Brand in Landscape Architecture and Bryan 
Wagner in English to take an eye-opening 
journey to New Orleans. Prior to my journey, 
I learned about the complexities of the design 

of New Orleans. The first half of the course 
dissected the history and current state of 
New Orleans’ culture while the second half 
focused on North Claiborne Avenue, a thriving 
Black-owned business district formed due to 
segregation and disrupted by the construction 
of the Interstate-10 highway.  

Absorbing knowledge from readings, research 
and personal experiences from professors, and 
discussions with experts and guest speakers 
transformed into on-site fieldwork where I 
used all five senses of sight, hearing, smell, 
taste, and touch to viscerally experience 
New Orleans for five days. We spoke with the 
residents who lived and witnessed the rapid 
change of the city.  In fact, residents nicknamed 
New Orleans “Little San Francisco” due to 
the increasing prevalence of gentrification, 
including the displacement of residents, 
changing demographics of neighborhoods, 
and altering the culture of Tremé, a historic 
African American neighborhood.  We also met 
prominent community leaders, such as Lambert 
Boissiere (public servant), to hear their opinions 
about the accelerated changes of New Orleans. 
Demond Melancon, Big Chief of the Young 
Seminole Hunters and contemporary artist, 
echoed his concern for the sudden changes in 
the city with the hope that it could eventually 

Congo Square. a historical site and 
birthplace of jazz where enslaved 
people and freed slaves would 
congregate on Sundays to play 
music and dance.

stu dent
re flections
Cit y,  Culture &  Polit ic s  in  the 
C onstruction of  I -10  in  Nol a

http://By Weihong Bao, Michael Dear, and Oscar Sosa
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come back.

The most important takeaway 
from this experience was the 
resilience of the residents and 
their strong ties with their culture, 
local and beyond. Regardless of 
the intentional planning of the 
freeway to disrupt Black business 
progress, the community reclaimed 
the area by embracing the changes 
to the Claiborne district. During 
my cultural immersion, I attended 
the Tremé 7th Ward Festival under 
the freeway, danced in the Second 
Line celebration, and tasted the 
incredible cuisines offered by the 
local restaurants. 

The GUH studio course allowed me 
to gain a holistic understanding of 
New Orleans, its culture, and the 
perspective of the locals who are 
undergoing rapid transformation 
in real time. This course delivered 
an interdisciplinary approach to 
studying cities, from critical thinking 
about urban spaces to project 
collaborations with my classmates. 
As a business administration and 
economics double major, I was able 
to work on projects with classmates 
with broad interests and diverse 
majors. I observed the differences in 
how my classmates and I approached, 
thought, and interpreted information 
and experiences which led to a better 
and more complete understanding 
and appreciation of New Orleans, 
as well as my classmates. In the 
end, I was inspired to continue 
my research of North Claiborne 
Avenue with Professor Brand that 
will trace Claiborne’s history as a 
thriving Black urban sphere to the 
gentrification pressures in the wake 
of Hurricane Katrina.  Using critical 
race methodological approaches 
and community engagement, we 
will help build the framework for a 
digital humanities project on Black 
mecca histories and futures.

Paper Monument 
poster created by 
Nero Dotson and 
Angela Phung 
about Rev. Jerome 
Ledoux of St. 
Augustine church, 
the oldest catholic 
church founded by 
freed slaves.

Author Nero Dotson on Bourbon Street, 
second from right.



1 2

By Madison Roberts

May 2020

Madison Roberts graduated from UC 
Berkeley with a bachelor’s  degree 
in Urban Studies in 2019. She was 
a student in the 2019 Global Urban 
Humanities Undergraduate Studio 
on New Orleans, focusing on the 
relationship between historical 
memory and urban design. At the 
time of this interview she was an 
AmeriCorps volunteer working for the 
city of Salinas as Housing Resources 
Coordinator, and we asked her to 
share her GUH experiences in this 
short intervew.

You were one of the students in the 2019 
GUH undergraduate studio focusing on 
New Orleans. Tell us a little bit about 
your experience in this course.

I applied to the GUH studio because of 
the Paper Monuments project, an effort to 
redefine memorialization in New Orleans 
to inform a more socially just future. Like 
New Orleans, my hometown in Virginia 
was slowly replacing the Confederate 
namesakes affixed to its high schools and 
street signs. The course had relevance to my 
own city, while also providing an immersive 
experience in another. 

At the end of the semester, we traveled 
to New Orleans to visit many of the sites, 
neighborhoods, and individuals we had 
studied throughout the class. We toured 
the Paper Monuments exhibit at the New 
Orleans African American Museum, 
interviewed influential members of the 
community (like Demond Melancon, Big 

Chief of the Young Seminole Hunters and one 
of the best beadworkers in the world) at The 
Storybook Project, and envisioned a future 
Claiborne Avenue overpass with New Orleans-
based landscape architect Austin Allen. 

I really appreciated the ability to physically 
explore the culturally vibrant and historically 
rich city we had made our intellectual home 
for a semester. As an Urban Studies major, 
I’m fascinated by the ways in which the built 
environment’s aesthetic design reflects and 
significantly shapes a city’s political and social 
values. I interacted directly with this concept 
through the studio’s collaborative research and 
visual projects.

Are there any moments from the New 
Orleans studio that stood out to you?

As an interdisciplinary studio, the program 
introduced me to peers from a variety of 
departments. Our diverse academic perspectives 
enriched the Paper Monuments and Critical 
Cartography modules. This was never more 
apparent than during presentations, when the 
same prompt would inspire wildly different 
interpretations— for example, a stunning light 
show narrative and an analytical GIS tool.

The best part of the trip was getting to walk in the 
Money Wasters Second Line, a Sunday tradition 
hosted by local community organizations. 
Like a traveling block party, the crowd grooves 
alongside a brass band and other performers 
while parading through historic neighborhoods, 
such as Treme and the 7th Ward. That was 
an experience I’ll never forget. A few edible 

Interview with madison roberts 
on her e xperience  with the  Studio 
New Orleans:  H istorical  Memory 
a nd Urban De sign
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highlights include beignets from 
Cafe Du Monde, sno-balls in Treme, 
and lunch at Lil Dizzy’s!

Tell us about your current 
position as a Housing Resources 
Coordinator for the city of Salinas. 
Did the GUH studio course have 
any influence on your decision to 
pursue this position?

I am five months into my year of 
service as an AmeriCorps Volunteer 
in Service to America (VISTA), a 
federally-funded program designed 
to alleviate poverty in the US. The 
agricultural community in Salinas 
suffers from a deteriorating and 
overcrowded housing stock, where 
low farmworker wages and a migrant 
workforce exacerbate California’s 
housing shortage. 

As the Housing Resources 
Coordinator, I support the City’s 
organizational capacity to address 
it’s unique affordable housing 
challenges. I bridge the gap 
between the housing and planning 
divisions to facilitate farmworker 
housing construction, accelerate 
ADU production, and implement 
tenant protections, among other 
community development initiatives. 
Some of my current projects include 
a rental registration program, 
suitable development sites map, 
hotel-motel conversion ordinance, 
and downtown upzoning strategy. 

When tasked with designing a 
monument for a city I had never been 
to, I struggled with the validity of my 
perspective. The GUH studio course 
taught me the critical thinking and 
self-awareness needed to approach 
problem-solving as an outsider. I 
learned to step back before stepping 
up, but felt empowered to pursue a 
program like VISTA. 

Do you have any advice you would 
like to share with current GUH 
students who may be looking for 
jobs after graduation?

Ask everyone to coffee: professors, 
GSIs, relatives, previous employers, 

coworkers, family friends, neighbors, third connections on LinkedIn, 
everyone. Informational interviews hold the keys to years of honest, 
industry-specific insights you can’t gain elsewhere. It can be nerve-
racking to initiate the conversation, but I’ve never left a coffee chat 
without additional wisdom, connections, and direction. I learned 
about urban planning and policy-related AmeriCorps positions 
through, yes, a coffee chat! This is something you can do virtually 
while sheltering in place too.

I would also encourage current students to consider service programs 
like AmeriCorps or Peace Corps in addition to traditional entry-level 
positions. These organizations provide opportunities to gain valuable 
experience, dive into a new community, and most importantly, use 
your degree to make an immediate impact. Many, including VISTA, 
even offer scholarships you can put towards a graduate degree. 
Whether you’re interested in sustainable development or youth 
education, there are many opportunities for GUH students to apply 
their interdisciplinary studies. 

Right now, we are facing the coronavirus pandemic and 
everyone is staying at home to prevent more spread. Can you 
share (at least) one thing you are reading/listening/watching 
that is helping you get through the isolation?

If there’s a bright side to be found in quarantine, it’s the ability to 
disconnect from our increasingly digital world and reprioritize 
hobbies that our social and professional calendars tend to obscure. 
I’m loving the ability to take long walks with a podcast (Vox’s The 
Weeds is a favorite), revisit half-finished writing projects, paint 
with watercolors, practice yoga, and read for pleasure. I’m currently 
digging into a few different books, including Annie Lowrey’s Give 
People Money, Kiley Reid’s Such a Fun Age, and Enrico Moretti’s (Go 
Bears!) The New Geography of Jobs.

Paper Monument 
poster about 
raquette, a New 
Orleans sport 
with Native 
American roots, 
by Madison 
Roberts and 
Gabrielle 
Clement
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Student photos of study trip 
to New Orleans.
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stu dent work
Examples of Students’ 
Paper Monument Posters 
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Situated in New Orleans East is the neighbourhood of Versailles – a working class enclave 
of nearly seven thousand Vietnamese Americans, most of whose origins date back to the 
fall of Saigon in the mid 1970s. Versailles, sometimes called Village de L’est, is isolated and 
fairly unknown in comparison to the concoction of neighbourhoods and culture that 
occupy the rest of New Orleans. 

This sentiment felt particularly resonant to Versailles’ residents after Hurricane Katrina. 
Members of the community worked arduously together to build their neighbourhood, with 
the creation of senior housing units, a community urban farm, and a cultural centre – all 
with minimal notable help from government intervention. Their e�orts felt particularly 
relegated when mayor Ray Nagin proposed that toxic debri from Hurricane Katrina be 
dumped near a canal located two miles from Versailles, a waterway pivotal to this commu-
nity that valued agriculture and green space. The land�ll, named Chef Menteur, involved no 
environmental impact assessment, and sealed the ostracization of the neighbourhood 
within the greater framework of New Orleans. 

Residents of Versailles were quick to demonstrate their resilience however. With many older 
members of the community immersed in rebuilding the neighbourhood and some unable 
to speak English, young second generation Vietnamese felt it was imperative to take action. 
In 2006, Versailles youth created the Vietnamese American Young Leaders of New Orleans 
(VAYLA), an activist group dedicated to bridging communication between older residents 
and local government, letting it be known that the neighbourhood of Versailles did not 
want a toxic land�ll to pollute their community. With the marriage of legal action and local 
advocacy, protests chanted both in Vietnamese and English at City Hall, VAYLA was eventu-
ally successful, and in August 2006, Mayor Nagin withdrew the zoning waiver for Chef 
Menteur Land�ll. 

Today VAYLA’s home is in a dynamic multicultural centre that empowers youth through 
positive social change. Vietnamese Americans in New Orleans established a new sense of 
pride in their identity, and more so in their determination after the community-led victory 
of VAYLA. In 2008, New Orleans native Anh Joseph Cao became the �rst Vietnamese Ameri-
can to be elected in congress - a crucial recognition of the signi�cance of the Vietnamese 
community in New Orleans.   

V.A.Y.L.A 
PROTEST 
OF THE
 CHEF 

MENTEUR 
LANDFILL 
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A Tribune Tribute
L’Union was the first black newspaper to be published in Louisiana. It 
was founded in September of 1862 by brothers Jean Baptiste and Dr. 
Louis Charles Roudanez. It was a bilingual newspaper, publishing in 
both French and English three days a week.

When L’Union, failed in 1864 because of lack of support, Louis 
Charles began a new Union newspaper he called La Tribune de la Nou-
velle-Orléans (The New Orleans Tribune). He recruited editor Paul 
Trévigne of the former L’Union, and Jean-Charles Houzeau to publish 
the paper with him. Like L’Union, the newspaper was published in both 
French and English, making it the first bilingual black newspaper in 
the United States. The paper was considered radical for the demands 
it published during the high racial tensions of the United States’s 
Reconstruction era. Some of it’s requests that it preached on in the 
paper were citizenship for 
ly emancipated slaves, 
education. The Tri-
1000 isues over 6 
stantial reader-
as articles were 
supporters of 
the Louisiana 
in light of 

people, weekly wages for recent-
and integrated free public
bune published more than 
years and had garnered sub-
ship throughout the U.S, 
widely reprinted. In 1866 
the Tribune organized at 
Constitutional Convention 
the enactment of the 

Black Codes, whi- 
the right to vo-
ain in what is 
Institute Massa 
protestors in fa-
who later threat- 
the Tribune. Af-
feuds that fol- 
outside support 

ch refused black men the 
te. These men were sl-
known as the Mechanic’s
cre of 1866 by white 
vor of the Black Codes,
ened the destruction of
ter several political  
lowed, the paper lost
and closed in 1870.

Roudanez was born 
and was educat-          
ed L’union as          
ality for

as a free person of color
ed as a doctor. He star-

a way to advance equ-
people of color.

Through
became
imp- 
of

his work, he 
known as an 
ortant figure
his time.
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spotlight-snatching drum solos

“Lyric Theater To Be Shaken By Jazz Tremors”
making its rounds on a crisp declares the front page of the New Orleans State,

 Only this was not a prediction. It was Friday.

The daylight hours would be spent in ardent anticipation.  Tourists and local elite 

counting down the hours til the yolky sun seeped in to the horizon, 
awaiting the curtains to draw 

itching for the real show to begin.  

morning in 1925. 

would flock to their nearest hotel or newspaper stand to secure a coveted invite,

At 11 o’clock, the Lyric would open to throngs of people 

spilling from the corner where Iberville meets Burgundy 
At 11:15, one had best find 

or realistically, 

stars in every shade of melanin took the stage. 
Slapping ivory, belting blues, and pounding out 

 enrapturing an eager crowd of 

answered the prayers 

frolics were only 

These “Midnight Follies”

but craved black entertainment. Also known as 
“Jim Crow Frolics,” these performances were 

invitation for  admission. In accordance with 

closed for the 

Featuring an array of performances, the walls of the Lyric vibrated 

guaranteed a house filled to capacity with hundreds turned away 
Nationally-renowned jazz bands, bronze beauty choruses, 

and the like, 
Every act was accompanied  by John Robichaux’s preeminent  

in the aisle 

Jim Crow protocol, 

and the doors to close 

on every white theater in New Orleans proper,  

exclusively for white audiences and required a printed 

Alphonse Picou mastering sax and clarinet, alongwith

brought the house to tears the moment he picked up his trombone.  

by Arthur (Zutty) Singleton, and finally,

partners Luke Boudreaux and Clarence Bennett ventured to 

Theater PeopleFor The

 in the French Quarter.  
themselves in a seat, 

standing shoulder-to-shoulder as the biggest and brightest 

of whites who advocated for a separate but equal society, 

allowed to take place after every 
white theater in town had 

evening. 

well into the morning,  with the final ovation narrowly escaping sunrise.

at the door. 

six-piece orchestra with himself on the violin,  

on the piano, 

contortionists 

 the gifted Margaret Maurice 

The Lyric tickled and captivated audiences for just

short of a decade beginning in 1919 when white business 

throughout the week with admission subsidized by revenue 

reclaim the historically white theater as a space to showcase

high-quality black talent. The Lyric wasn’t solely a place for 

whites to feed on black culture and stereotype-inflated comedy.

The theater was first and foremost a place of black 

entertainment for black audiences, hosting black-only shows 

Apart from the owners, from the Midnight Follies.

America’s largest and finest colored playhouse was ran 

entirely by people of color. It was a place where

black artistry was celebrated and given center stage  

to be deafeningly loud, in an era of 

social and political silencing 

of blacks.

 Andrew Kimble, the esteemed cornetist,  

 John Lindsey, who 

infectious rhythms,
white people.  



2 0

ode to a shotgun house
What exactly is a shotgun house? 

A quintessential piece of the urban landscape that is in danger of disappearing. An 
emphasis on elongating the floorplan of the shotgun house dominates this typology; 
this type of residential, or vernacular, architecture rapidly began to dot the cityscape 
in the mid 19 th century. The shotgun house was typically constructed in 
African-American neighborhoods largely because this housing typology was 
economically feasible: construction of a one-story house with a one-room width 
required relatively inexpensive materials as opposed to the construction of larger 
housing types. African- Americans who lived in New Orleans, as elsewhere in the 
South, largely made up the working- class due to racist Jim Crow laws that 
successfully suppressed the population from rising to upper level jobs. 

The shotgun house typology further carries with it racial/class implications because it 
has been traced to the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, making the journey from Haiti to 
West Africa and eventually to New Orleans from Saint-Domingue (Haiti), 
sometime in the mid 1800’s. The construction of shotgun 
houses—of which there are two-bay, four-bay, and the 
camelback add-on extension—flourished up until 
around the beginning of the 19 th century. In present 
day, Post-Katrina New Orleans, shotgun house typolo-
gies have a continued association with the black 
body—this is seen as unfavorable in the eyes of 
upper-echelon housing developers who are 
overwhelmingly in favor of building multi-level 
apartment complexes. It is no coincidence that with 
the displacement of the pre-Katrina New Orleans 
black majority comes the push to rid the city of these 
historic structures. With the diasporic exile of many 
native New Orleans in the aftermath of the hurricane, 
the desire by racial  capitalists to rid the urban land-
scape of significant architectonics has followed. 

The shotgun house cannot only be seen as a signifier of the perseverance of the 
African-American community, but also as an emblem of cultural heritage. It is 

important to preserve the vernacular architecture that took form within the 
urban landscape in order to make the culture of previous years available for 
future generations. Gentrification threatens the survival of numerous shotgun 
houses within the city of Post-Katrina New Orleans, as many homeowners were 
unable to afford the cost of rebuilding because of political/social obstacles that 
were meant to impede the majority from returning to the city. 

Through the effort of coalitions, such as the New Orleans Preservation Resource 
Center, the fate of many shotgun houses—and similar building types—have been 
saved from the hands of the wrecking ball. Conservation efforts are crucial in 
order to preserve and continue the legacy of the shotgun house within New 
Orleans well into the next century. Furthermore, by allowing housing developers 
to rid the built environment of historic shotgun houses is not only an attack on 
the culture of black New Orleans but is also a direct affront to the memory of a 
diasporic exile.

New Orleans is home to many site-specific forms of architecture, 
art, and culture—among these resides the shotgun house. 
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Oretha Castle Haley

        Born in 1939 in Tennessee, Oretha began calling New Orleans her home at the age of 7. Growing up in an environment supportive of civil rights movement, 

she enrolled in Southern University of New Orleans, where she would shortly become a co-founder of a chapter of the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE), a 

national civil rights group. Along with three other members, she became part of the CORE four, know for their commitment and direct action. As a result of sit-

ins, boycotts, and protests she was arrested multiple times, most notably at the 1960 Woolworth protest where the group was charged with “conspiracy to 

commit criminal anarchy”, and a lunch counter sit in at McCrory’s Diner. 

        Despite facing various threats to her safety, Oretha was well know for the strategies she had as an organizer, leading her to become the president of CORE 

for three years.  She lent her home as a rest stop for the freedom riders, leading for the place to be known as the “freedom house”. While her courage was evident 

in all of her actions, it is most notable in her voting rights work in rural Louisiana.  Oretha also led campaigns for Dorothy Mae Taylor, the first African-

American woman legislator in Louisiana's State Legislature, and fellow activist Rudy Lombard. 

        Throughout her life, her work addressed numerous issues such as employment opportunities, education, voter rights, and health care. Working with 

members of the community she emphasized the importance of civilians in movements and he need to be informed. Oretha’s use of local and national networks 

were crucial in laying the groundwork for larger scale initiatives through grassroots and direct organizing. Her bravery, strength, and ability as an organizer is 

evident in her dedication towards bettering her community and fighting for equal rights.
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KATE M. GORDON
AND

THE SOUTHERN 
SUFFRAETTES

Seldom when the American suffragettes are brought up do people 
think of the women of the American South as main proprietors of the cause 
to augment women’s right to vote. The women of the Portia Club, based in 
Louisiana, however organized women of the American South to fight for 
the augmentation of rights for women in the United States. The women 
rallied behind the resolve “That the entrance of women into the 
wage-earning world is beneficial to civilization.” Since the prevailing 
ideology of the time was that women are inferior to men, the women were 
forced to meet in secret. The Portia Club would meet at each other’s houses 
to discuss ways to organize without relying on the money of their husbands 
or fathers. They recognized that money is the key to influence, so they 
decided to raise funds theirself. One plan for fundraising was “Self Denial 
Week” which was the first week of June in 1908. Each woman  was “asked 
to deny herself some luxury or undertake some special money-raising 
scheme” to earn money for the cause. 

Kate M. Gordon was one such activist, born in New Orleans, who 
was a leading advocate for women’s right to vote under the pretense that 
women deserve a say on how New Orleans uses its tax money since many 
women were property tax payers. She founded the Women’s Sewerage 
and Drainage League as a place for women to discuss how they 
believe New Orleans should deal with the imposing obstacles on the 

city. Although her bond measures did not pass because 

opposition to the Nineteenth Amendment 
because it was too federally focused.

   Gordon was the national corresponding 
secretary for the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association from 1901 
until 1909. Gordon was a staunch states’ 
rights supporter, and thus stood in 

of conservative opposition, her activism helped pave 
the way for the passage of women’s suffrage. 
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Reverend Jerome LeDoux was a Catholic Priest for the historic St. Augustine Church, the oldest Black 
Catholic church in America founded by freed slaves in 1841, which is located in Tremé, New 

Orleans.  While the church has always been a place for people of all races to worship, the “War of 
the Pews” between freed slaves and the local White people reflects the complicated history of 

America regarding slavery. LeDoux authored the churchʼs historic accounts in the book, War of the 
pews: A Personal Account of St. Augustine Church in New Orleans. While the local White people 
wanted to buy the majority of the pews to prevent slaves from worshiping God, the freed slaves 

bought bought the most pews for slaves to worship.
                                                                                                                                                          

In addition, the St. Augustine Church is home to the Tomb of the Unknown Slave which 
commemorates all slaves who suffered horrific deaths without proper burials or acknowledgement of 
his or her existence.  This monument honors the slaves who were purposely forgotten, neglected and 
ultimately hidden from history in which the plaque reminds the public that New Orleansʼ ground is 

holy from the bodies of enslaved people.
 

WWith his legacy closely intertwined with the church, he devoted his life to God as he strived to 
preserve and promote the history of the St. Augustine Church.  He attended St. Augustine Seminary 

in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi at age 13 because it was the only seminary in the nation that trained 
young African American men to become priests.  After he became an ordained priest in 1957, he 

was sent to the Society of the Divine Word in Rome where he earned his masterʼs degree in theology 
and doctorate in canon law.  While speaking seven languages, his friends described his 

encyclopedic mind on topics including music, history, religion, and the personal details of individuals.  
LeDoux LeDoux was unorthodox because he embraced different cultures and music. For example, he invited 
Mardi Gras Indians to join his service.  Further, he blended jazz and gospel music to fully represent 
the African roots of the church.  In addition to his dedication to cultural inclusion and appreciation, 

his parishioners remember him for his kindness.  LeDoux would sleep on the ground close to the 
church door so that he could greet the homeless and drug addicted individuals who would knock to 

seek shelter.  His impact on the church and local society was deeply rooted.  When the Catholic 
church tried to close St. Augustine Church and reassign him, the local people vigorously protested in 
whiwhich the church remains open today.  Reverend LeDoux passed away on January 9, 2019.  While 
he is not blessing his congregation with his intellect, wisdom, and kindness, his legacy lives through 

the lives that he touched with his inclusive global and spiritual view.  
  

Jerome ledoux
R E V E R E N D
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