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NEW ORLEANS

New Orleans is an indispensable element of America’s national
identity. As one of the most fabled cities in the world, it figures in
countless novels, short stories, poems, plays, and films, as well as in
popular lore and song. This book provides detailed discussions of all
of the most significant writing that this city has ever inspired – from
its origins in a flood-prone swamp to the rise of a Creole culture at
the edges of the European empires; from its emergence as a cosmo-
politan, hemispheric crossroads and a primary hub of the slave trade
to the days when, in its red light district, the children and grandchil-
dren of the enslaved conjured a new kind of music that became
America’s greatest gift to the world; from the mid-twentieth-century
masterpieces by William Faulkner, Tennessee Williams, and Walker
Percy to the realms of folklore, hip-hop, vampire fiction, and the
Asian and Latinx archives.

 . .  is a professor of English and Weiss Presidential
Fellow at Tulane University. He has written books about Lacanian
psychoanalysis, the teaching of writing, and about prose style. He has
also taught at Boston University and the University of Louisville. For
the last two decades, he has lived near the Mississippi River in the
Ninth Ward of New Orleans and hosted a contemporary jazz radio
program.
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Preface

“There is on the globe but one single spot,” wrote President Thomas
Jefferson in April of , “the possessor of which is our natural and
habitual enemy. It is New Orleans.” Almost exactly two centuries later,
President George W. Bush appeared on live television with the empty,
dark, and silent city behind him, and intoned, “There is no way to imagine
America without New Orleans.” That latter remark, made in the weeks
after Hurricane Katrina, echoes the first in uncanny reversal: New Orleans,
for the many generations that followed Jefferson, would be cast in a special
role in the nation of which it seemed, at times, only nominally a part, an
other within, the embodiment of all that the larger national mythology
would disavow. As such, the city has become indispensable, a kind of
linchpin to the United States’s national identity and ethos, a singular,
seductive third dimension to what might otherwise seem a flat expanse of
vague platitudes about striving, progress, equality, and decency.
How then to presume to detail the extraordinary meaning of New

Orleans in the literary imagination of the United States, and, for that
matter, the world? The city is a kind hero – and perhaps an antihero – in
countless novels, short stories, memoirs, poems, histories, plays, and films,
to say nothing of its presence in popular lore and highbrow journalism and
song. And the years since Hurricane Katrina have seen a considerable
outpouring of interest in the city, as scholars and tourists alike, to say
nothing of natives, have been newly curious about how the city came to be
and whether and how it might move beyond its most recent trauma to
prepare for the next one.
Books about the books of New Orleans abound, but the present volume

takes its cue from Violet Harrington Bryant’s The Myth of New Orleans in
Literature () and Barbara Eckstein’s Sustaining New Orleans: Litera-
ture, Local Memory, and the Fate of a City () and, in a different way,
Susan Larson’s A Booklover’s Guide to New Orleans (). Like Larson’s, it
offers a comprehensive survey of the totality of the city’s literary legacy in all

xvii
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of its astonishing riches, and, like the books by Bryant and Eskstein, it seeks
to grasp fundamental meanings of key works in that legacy. This book,
however, reaches beyond those earlier ones in range and depth, offering not
a single-voiced approach but a diverse array of perspectives on a more fine-
grained history. The special value of this approach: it enables the reader to
contemplate the implications that arise when one draws different essays in
the book from ostensibly quite different contexts and eras into dialogue
with each other. Consider, for example, the reflections that might emerge
when one reads the final essay in the book, which is about the literature of
Hurricane Katrina, in the context of the first essay in the book, which is
about the role of the swamps in the early imagining of the city. Or what
about reading the essay on the role of Tom Dent in the emergence of
African American literature in the city through the lens of the essay on
Louis Armstrong’s autobiography or using both together as a framework for
thinking about the essay on hip-hop or the slave markets? How does the
essay on Faulkner shift slightly when juxtaposed with the essay on the
Gothic tradition, or how might that essay on the Gothic tradition shift in
the light of the one on Alice Dunbar Nelson or Lafcadio Hearn?

Given the book’s internal echoes, a word, before we begin, on arrange-
ment: the essays that follow are sequenced, for the most part, chronologic-
ally, according to the historical setting of the particular pieces of literature
each essay addresses and also in the order these works were authored. Such
tidiness, however, is hardly absolute, for the essay on Michael Ondaatje’s
and Natasha Trethewey’s visions of Storyville, both set within the red light
district at the dawn of the twentieth century but written several decades
after it was shut down, comes between two essays on memoirs by the
earliest generations of jazz musicians to underline the fractured, folkloric,
even fictive quality of any attempt to grasp the explosive origins of the
city’s greatest gift to the world. And the essay on Robert Penn Warren’s
novel of the Civil War is positioned to reflect the fact that it was written
during – and thus in a profound sense is also subtly about – the dawn of
the Civil Rights Era, regardless of its well-realized vision of the city of
roughly a hundred years prior. One other complication of strict chron-
ology: the essay on the Spanish-language tradition in the city touches on a
few wholly distinct periods in the city’s history and thus offers a miniature
parallel to the broad arc of this history as a whole, and so I’ve positioned it
near the center of the book. These few dislocations of simplest chronology
will, I hope, spur the reader to undertake much broader reflections and to
trace subtler and more complex historical arcs and thematic clusters among
these essays, allowing them to bump into and bounce off each other in
original ways that lay the groundwork for future literary engagements of
the city of the sort I outline in the book’s Afterword.

xviii Preface
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Finally, a word, too, about what’s not here.
NewOrleans has long been an important destination for visitors from the

North, beginning with the flatboats of the s that navigated the river to
reach the city from the backwoods that stretched from the western slopes of
the Appalachian mountains to the Mississippi River, an early wave of proto-
tourism that continued well into the nineteenth century and included a
young AbrahamLincoln; and, ever since, a steady flow of visitors have logged
at least a few months, or even a few years, in the city, whether to gawk at the
slave market or the devastation of Hurricane Katrina or any of the spectacles
that unfolded in between. And within this heavy flow of visitors are far too
many important literary figures to cover in this book, for the list of those who
spent time in New Orleans might be longer than of those who didn’t. Such
literary visitors are only discussed in this book if their experiences in the city
were especially and explicitly important to their later work.
Likewise, those writers who were born or died in New Orleans or largely

grew up here or stayed here long enough to claim it as a home don’t appear
in the book unless they met my single principle for inclusion: to warrant at
least a passing mention in these pages, the writer had to make a sustained,
unique, imaginative attempt to contemplate the meaning of the city in
ways that continue to reward close attention. And so a considerable array
of celebrated writers that are associated with the city, whether as natives or
“transplants” – Anatole Broyard, Charles Bukowski, Truman Capote,
John William Corrington, Andre Cordrescu, Dorothy Dix, Peter Feible-
man, Richard Ford, Lee Meitzen Grue, Lillian Hellman, George Herri-
man, Brian Keith Jackson, Bob Kaufman, Michael Lewis, Everett
Maddox, William March, Seth Morgan, Katherine Anne Porter, Sister
Helen Prejean, Tom Sancton, Robert Tallant, to name the first that come
to mind – aren’t discussed here, because they either never engaged the
topic of New Orleans at all or didn’t do so in imaginative ways that
transformed well-established understandings of the place.
What the book does engage, then, are those writers who offer essential

guideposts for contemplating the character of the city – the city-as-charac-
ter – in the larger drama of the history of the United States and, for that
matter, of the world. Questions of racial identity, historical memory, and
the natural environment, of course, loom large in the coming pages, for
New Orleans has long been a stage for playing out various dimensions of
these themes with utmost complexity and urgency – their dueling ground,
parade route, or dance hall – as lush in possibilities of meaning as a swamp.

T.R.J
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