
new orleans cemetery history
New Orleans cemetery history is a fascinating narrative intertwined with the city's rich cultural
heritage, unique geography, and diverse traditions. Known for its vibrant music scene, delicious
cuisine, and festive celebrations, New Orleans is equally renowned for its distinctive burial practices
and elaborate cemeteries. The city’s approach to death and remembrance reflects its complex
history, where elements of French, Spanish, African, and Creole influences converge. This article will
explore the evolution of New Orleans cemeteries, their architectural significance, cultural practices,
and notable burial sites.

Geography and the Necessity of Above-Ground Burials

New Orleans is situated below sea level, which presents unique challenges for traditional burial
practices. The city's high water table makes it difficult to dig graves deep enough to prevent flooding.
Consequently, the residents turned to above-ground burial methods, leading to the creation of the
iconic mausoleums and tombs that characterize New Orleans cemeteries.

The Origins of Above-Ground Burials

The practice of above-ground burials in New Orleans began in the late 18th century, primarily
influenced by European customs. The French settlers, who founded New Orleans, brought with them
the tradition of burying their dead in vaults or tombs constructed above the ground. The Spanish
influence further cemented this approach, as they introduced ornate architectural styles and the
concept of family tombs.

Architectural Styles and Notable Cemeteries

The cemeteries of New Orleans are not just final resting places; they are architectural marvels that
reflect a blend of styles and cultural influences.

Architectural Features

Many of the tombs and mausoleums in New Orleans cemeteries showcase a variety of architectural
styles, including:

- Neoclassical: Characterized by columns and pediments, often reflecting the grandeur of Greek and
Roman architecture.
- Gothic Revival: Featuring pointed arches and intricate details, these designs evoke a sense of
spirituality and reverence.
- Creole: A unique blend of French and Spanish influences, Creole architecture often incorporates
colorful tiles and decorative elements.



Notable Cemeteries

Several cemeteries in New Orleans stand out for their historical significance and architectural beauty:

1. St. Louis Cemetery No. 1: Established in 1789, this is the oldest cemetery in New Orleans. It is the
final resting place of numerous notable figures, including the famous voodoo priestess Marie Laveau.
2. Laurel Hill Cemetery: Known for its picturesque setting and elaborate tomb designs, Laurel Hill is a
testament to the Victorian cemetery movement.
3. Metairie Cemetery: This cemetery is home to some of the city's most extravagant mausoleums and
elaborate family tombs, showcasing the wealth and status of those interred within.

Cultural Practices and Beliefs

In New Orleans, death is not viewed with sorrow alone; it is also a celebration of life. This unique
outlook is deeply rooted in the city's cultural practices and religious beliefs.

Voodoo and Spirituality

Voodoo is an integral part of New Orleans culture, and its influence extends into burial practices.
Followers of voodoo often believe in the power of the spirits of the dead and the importance of
maintaining a connection with them. Rituals at gravesites, offerings, and the maintenance of tombs
are common practices among voodoo practitioners, particularly in the case of Marie Laveau's tomb,
where visitors leave offerings for blessings.

The Jazz Funeral

One of the most vibrant expressions of New Orleans culture is the jazz funeral, a unique procession
that celebrates the life of the deceased. This event combines music, dancing, and a celebratory
atmosphere with traditional mourning practices. The jazz funeral typically features a brass band
playing soulful music, reflecting the deceased's life while allowing mourners to express their grief
joyously.

Preservation and Challenges

Despite their historical and cultural significance, New Orleans cemeteries face various challenges.
Weather, neglect, and urban development threaten the integrity of these sacred spaces.

Preservation Efforts

Efforts are underway to preserve the unique character and architecture of New Orleans cemeteries.



Various organizations and volunteers work together to restore and maintain tombs, educate the
public about their significance, and promote awareness of the city’s burial traditions. Some key
preservation strategies include:

- Restoration Projects: Fundraising and volunteer initiatives aimed at restoring damaged tombs and
mausoleums.
- Educational Programs: Offering tours and workshops that highlight the history and cultural
importance of cemeteries.
- Partnerships: Collaborating with local governments and organizations to ensure sustainable
preservation practices.

Challenges Ahead

Despite these efforts, several challenges threaten the preservation of New Orleans cemeteries:

- Climate Change: Rising sea levels and increased flooding pose significant risks to the structural
integrity of above-ground tombs.
- Urban Development: As the city expands, the encroachment of development projects can threaten
the historical integrity of cemetery sites.
- Neglect: Some cemeteries suffer from neglect and lack of funding, leading to deterioration over
time.

Conclusion

The New Orleans cemetery history is a testament to the city's unique cultural identity, blending
traditions from various influences into a rich tapestry of remembrance and celebration. The above-
ground burial practices, distinctive architectural styles, and vibrant cultural ceremonies reflect the
residents' attitudes toward death and life. As efforts continue to preserve these sacred spaces, the
cemeteries of New Orleans will remain vital links to the city’s past, telling stories of those who have
come before and enriching the lives of those who visit. Whether through a jazz funeral, a tour of the
historic tombs, or a moment of reflection at a loved one’s grave, New Orleans cemeteries offer a
profound insight into the city’s soul, making them an essential part of its cultural landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of above-ground tombs in
New Orleans cemeteries?
Above-ground tombs, or mausoleums, are significant in New Orleans due to the city's high water
table, which makes traditional burials impractical. This method of interment became common in the
18th century, reflecting the unique cultural and environmental adaptations of the region.



How have New Orleans cemeteries influenced local culture
and traditions?
New Orleans cemeteries are integral to the city's culture, serving as sites for celebrations, memorials,
and festivals. Traditions like 'second line' parades during funerals reflect the city's blend of African,
French, and Spanish influences, making these cemeteries a vibrant part of community life.

What role did the 1830s cholera epidemic play in the
development of New Orleans cemeteries?
The cholera epidemic of the 1830s prompted the creation of new cemeteries outside the city limits as
the existing burial grounds became overcrowded. This led to the establishment of iconic sites like
Lafayette Cemetery No. 1, shaping the city's burial practices and cemetery architecture.

Which famous figures are buried in New Orleans cemeteries?
New Orleans cemeteries are the final resting place of many notable figures, including the legendary
voodoo priestess Marie Laveau, jazz musician Buddy Bolden, and actor Nicholas Cage, who has a
pyramid-shaped tomb in St. Louis Cemetery No. 1, showcasing the city's rich cultural history.

How do preservation efforts impact New Orleans cemetery
history?
Preservation efforts are crucial for maintaining the historical integrity of New Orleans cemeteries.
Organizations work to restore and conserve these sites, which face challenges from weather, neglect,
and urban development, ensuring that their unique history and cultural significance are preserved for
future generations.
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