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Plan of New Orleans 1720, Source: Library of Congress 
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The city’s diverse cultural and linguistic 
roots…

The city’s Catholicism, which is 
distinctly Mediterranean…

The tolerance of “bawdy sensual 
delights” – indicative of a Latin culture 
based in carnival

The city’s proud community of “free 
people of color” – provided the city with 
an alternative vision of citizenship – in 
which “race” was not the controlling 
factor… [Hirsch and Logsdon, Creole New 
Orleans, 1992]

Enrique Alferez, November from the twelve Months of  New Orleans series, 
1940

Source: Ogden Museum of Southern Art, University of New Orleans



The Cradle of Jazz… Source: New Orleans Public Library 



A Carnival 
Town….

Mardi Gras Parade on Canal 
Street, circa 1909
Source: New Orleans Public Library



The Built Environment…

The broad diversity of neighborhoods that 
span more than 200 years of urban 
settlement…

A particular urban morphology…

Distinct architectural heritage…

The city’s inability to demolish “slum” and “blighted” properties 
during the urban renewal era…

“Phenomenal stock of 19th century structures.”

The city’s unique street culture…

Orleans Street. Robert Tallant, New 
Orleans Public Library



Density of the urban fabric…

Source: Old Buildings, New Orleans, LA. Marion Post Wolcott, photographer. 
Farm Security Administration,  1940. Library of Congress



Diverse architectural 
heritage…

“First Skyscraper” 638 Royal Street (1935) Vieux Carré, New Orleans. Richard Koch, 
photographer.

Source: HABS, Library of Congress, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/hhh.la0015



The city’s unique street culture…

Source: J. Wagner, photographer, Mardi Gras Day 2004.



The Street as a Place for People…

“The streets of the French Quarter 
and of all New Orleans, are more 
than a path for movement: they are 
places in themselves, scenes for a 
pageant. More than any building, they 
have provided the setting for what are 
the surely the city’s essential art 
forms…”

Malcolm Heard
New Orleans Brass Band during 
Barkus Parade
Source: J. Wagner, photographer, 2003. 
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“From the beginning, image was more important 
than reality…”

Geographer Peirce Lewis

Source: Library of Congress



Pattern of Urban Development…

Early suburbs in New Orleans followed a basic spati al 
pattern of proximity to the river…

Detail, Plan of New Orleans, 1815 [Source: Library of Congress]



Plan of New Orleans, 1815 [Source: Library of Congress, g4014n ct000684 
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4014n.ct000684 ]



Early neighborhoods were organized around prominent  
public spaces…

Fauborg Ste. Marie – the American Sector and “Uptown”

Lafayette Square in the American Sector, from Plan of 1815
[Source: Library of Congress, g4014n ct000684 http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4014n.ct000684 ]



Fauborg Marigny: the Creole suburb… “downtown”

Washington Place, detail from Plan of 1815
[Source: Library of Congress, g4014n ct000684 http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4014n.ct000684 ]



Tremé and Congo Square: The oldest Black public 
space in the United States…

Congo Square, detail from Plan of 1815 
[Source: Library of Congress, g4014n ct000684 http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4014n.ct000684 ]



Congo Square today: the image of Creole jazz 
musician Sidney Bechet…

Source: J. Wagner, photographer, September 2003.



African-American labor built much of the city…

Orleans Street. Robert Tallant, photographer. New Orleans Public Library



City Planning in New Orleans

Map of New Orleans, circa 1840. [Source: John Kendall’s History of New Orleans



City Planning in New Orleans

Creation of semi-private boards took key urban planning 
and economic development decisions out of the hands 
of city hall…

Dock Board (Port); 
City Debt [Board of Liquidation]
Engineering [Sewerage and Water Board, Levee Board]

Planning and technological changes facilitated the 
decentralization of New Orleans’s population…

Increased in Racial and Class segregation as new areas 
were developed…



Planning facilitated decentralization and 
settlement in the floodplain…

Source: Library of Congress



Industrial Canal, built 1920s…

[Source: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers]



Post-WWII era: the growth machine in City Hall

CBD, circa 1940

Source: Postcard, Louisiana News Co.



Desire Public Housing development, 1950s

- increase in racial segregation and black isolation

Source: Municipal Government Photographic Collection, Aerial Photographs, 
1960. New Orleans Public Library 



The Morial Administration, 1978-1986

• First African-American Mayor
• Hired planners…

– Alma Young, community development
– Tony Mumphrey, policy

• Channeled funds back to the neighborhoods…
• Focused on growth of tourism 

– Laid the ground work for the convention center and 
the revitalization of the warehouse district…

• Challenged both white privilege and black 
patronage…



Recent Issues in Planning

• Fragmentation at the metropolitan level hinders 
cooperation on regional problems…

• BGR Report, “Runaway discretion”
Details the key problems in land use planning in New 

Orleans:
• City Council ignores the Planning Commission
• “Deference”
• City council’s “discretion” undermines land use planning:

– Conditional use permits
– Zoning



Contested Heritage…

Jefferson Davis Monument with graffiti, New Orleans, 2004

J. Wagner, photographer



Conclusion



Mardi Gras Day, French Quarter, 2004
J. Wagner, photographer

There is hope!



Concluding thoughts…

• Post-Katrina New Orleans is not a “clean slate.”

• The St. Thomas redevelopment is a flawed 

model for the reconstruction of New Orleans…

• A more equitable and sustainable New Orleans 

can and must rise from the floodwaters….

• Business as usual in New Orleans politics must 

come to an end…
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Sources for Visual Imagery

• New Orleans Public Library, Louisiana 
Photographic Collection

• Library of Congress, American Memory 
Collection

• Photos by the author

All rights reserved. Please do not copy or distribute images 
without seeking permission from holders of copyrights.


