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New Orleans Cemetery History: Exploring the City’s Unique Burial Grounds

new orleans cemetery history is a fascinating tale that intertwines culture,
geography, and tradition in a way few other American cities can match. Known
for its vibrant music scene, rich Creole heritage, and lively festivals, New
Orleans also harbors an extraordinary and distinctive approach to burial
practices. The city’s cemeteries are not just places of rest but are steeped
in history, storytelling, and architectural marvels that reflect centuries of
cultural influence and the challenges posed by the unique environment.

The Origins of New Orleans Cemeteries

New Orleans’ cemetery history is deeply influenced by its geography. Situated
below sea level and surrounded by water, traditional underground burials were
impractical and dangerous due to the high water table. When early settlers
first arrived in the 18th century, they quickly realized that burying their
dead underground often led to coffins surfacing during floods. This problem
gave rise to the now-iconic above-ground tombs, which have become a symbol of
the city’s burial customs.

Why Above-Ground Tombs?

The necessity of above-ground tombs is a direct response to the city’s swampy
soil and frequent flooding. These “cities of the dead,” as locals
affectionately call the cemeteries, feature rows of mausoleums and vaults
stacked like apartments. These tombs are often made of stone or brick,
designed to protect the deceased from water damage and preserve their resting
places through generations.

The practice of above-ground burial was initially influenced by French and
Spanish colonial powers, who brought their own traditions to Louisiana. Over
time, the design evolved into elaborate, ornate tombs reflecting the wealth,
status, and cultural identity of families.

Notable Cemeteries and Their Stories

New Orleans is home to many famous cemeteries, each with its own unique
history and character. Exploring these cemeteries offers a glimpse into the
city’s past and the diverse communities that have shaped it.



St. Louis Cemetery No. 1

Arguably the most well-known cemetery in New Orleans, St. Louis Cemetery No.
1 is the oldest surviving cemetery in the city, established in 1789. It is
renowned for its above-ground tombs and as the final resting place of many
notable figures, including the infamous Voodoo Queen, Marie Laveau. The
cemetery’s labyrinthine paths and historic crypts offer a hauntingly
beautiful experience that draws historians, tourists, and paranormal
enthusiasts alike.

Access to St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 is restricted to guided tours to protect
its fragile tombs and preserve the historic site, making it a coveted
destination for those interested in New Orleans cemetery history.

Other Historic Cemeteries

- **St. Louis Cemetery No. 2:** Known for its family tombs and military
graves, this cemetery reflects the city’s growth in the 19th century.

- **Lafayette Cemetery No. 1l:** Located in the Garden District, this cemetery
is famous for its striking above-ground tombs and has been featured in
numerous films.

- **Carondelet Cemetery:** A lesser-known but historically significant
cemetery that showcases the diversity of New Orleans’ communities.

Cultural Significance of Cemeteries in New
Orleans

New Orleans cemeteries are not merely burial grounds but vibrant cultural
landmarks. They embody the city’s unique relationship with death and
remembrance, blending African, French, Spanish, and Caribbean influences into
a distinctive funerary tradition.

Voodoo and Cemetery Traditions

The connection between New Orleans cemetery history and Voodoo cannot be
understated. Cemeteries like St. Louis No. 1 serve as spiritual hubs for
practitioners, who believe that the spirits of the dead remain close and can
be called upon for guidance and protection. Rituals, offerings, and
ceremonies often take place at gravesites, blending religious practices with
respect and remembrance.



Jazz Funerals and Mourning Customs

One of the most vibrant traditions linked to New Orleans cemeteries is the
jazz funeral. This unique ceremony combines somber mourning with celebratory
music, reflecting a belief in celebrating life even in death. After the
burial, a brass band leads mourners through the streets, playing music that
transitions from dirges to upbeat tunes, symbolizing the soul’s journey to
the afterlife.

This custom is a testament to the city’s enduring spirit and its ability to
find joy and meaning in the face of loss.

Architectural Marvels and Symbolism in Tombs

Walking through New Orleans cemeteries, visitors encounter a variety of tomb
styles and symbols that tell stories about the people buried within.

Design Elements of Above-Ground Tombs

- **Wall Tombs:** Also known as “oven tombs,” these are single or family
vaults built into walls, often decorated with carvings and inscriptions.
- **Mausoleums:** Larger, more elaborate structures that house multiple
family members and often feature intricate ironwork and statuary.

- **Single Vaults:** Smaller, individual tombs that reflect modest family
means but are still constructed to withstand the city’s damp conditions.

Common Symbols and Their Meanings

Many tombs feature symbolic decorations, such as:

- **Angels:** Representing guardianship and protection.

- **Hands:** Often depicted pointing upward, symbolizing the soul’s ascent to
heaven.

- **Flowers:** Signifying the transience of life and remembrance.

- **Skulls and Crossbones:** Reminders of mortality, common in older
cemeteries.

These symbols offer insights into the beliefs and values of New Orleans
residents across different eras.



Tips for Visiting New Orleans Cemeteries

If you're planning to explore the historic cemeteries of New Orleans, here
are a few tips to enhance your experience:

1. **Join a Guided Tour:** Many cemeteries require visitors to be accompanied
by a licensed guide, which ensures respect for the site and provides valuable
historical context.

2. **Wear Comfortable Shoes:** The cemeteries can be vast with uneven
surfaces, so comfortable footwear is recommended.

3. **Respect the Space:** Remember that these are active burial sites. Avoid
touching tombs or disturbing offerings.

4. **Visit During Daylight Hours:** For safety and to fully appreciate the
details of the tombs and architecture, daytime visits are best.

5. **Bring a Camera:** The unique beauty of the tombs and the surrounding
landscape makes for stunning photographs.

The Evolution of Burial Practices in Modern New
Orleans

While historic cemeteries remain a cultural treasure, modern burial practices
in New Orleans have adapted to changing times. Cremation and ground burials
in newer, less flood-prone areas are becoming more common. Yet, the
traditional above-ground tombs continue to be built in some cases, preserving
the architectural style that defines the city’s cemetery history.

Environmental concerns and urban development have also sparked conversations
about sustainable burial methods, with some families opting for green burials
or memorial gardens.

Exploring New Orleans cemetery history reveals much more than just burial
customs — it uncovers stories of resilience, faith, artistry, and the
blending of diverse cultures. Whether wandering through the shaded paths of
St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 or admiring the intricate vaults in Lafayette
Cemetery, visitors gain a profound appreciation for how New Orleans honors
its past while embracing the present.

Frequently Asked Questions

What makes New Orleans cemeteries unique compared to
other American cemeteries?

New Orleans cemeteries are unique due to their above-ground tombs and vaults,
a necessity caused by the city's high water table which makes traditional



underground burials impractical.

Why are New Orleans cemeteries often called 'Cities
of the Dead'?

The elaborate above-ground tombs and mausoleums in New Orleans cemeteries
resemble small houses or buildings, giving them the nickname 'Cities of the
Dead' because they look like miniature cities.

When were the first cemeteries established in New
Orleans?

The first cemeteries in New Orleans were established in the early 18th
century, shortly after the city's founding in 1718, with St. Louis Cemetery
No. 1 opened in 1789.

What is the historical significance of St. Louis
Cemetery No. 17

St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 is the oldest and most famous cemetery in New
Orleans, known for its historic tombs, notable burials including voodoo queen
Marie Laveau, and its status as a cultural landmark.

How did French and Spanish colonial influences shape
New Orleans cemetery design?

French and Spanish colonial influences introduced European burial traditions,
including above-ground crypts and family tombs, which combined with local
conditions to create New Orleans' distinctive cemetery architecture.

What role do New Orleans cemeteries play in local
culture and tourism?

New Orleans cemeteries are important cultural sites, attracting tourists for
their unique architecture, historical significance, and connections to local
legends, voodoo practices, and famous figures.

How have burial practices in New Orleans cemeteries
evolved over time?

Burial practices evolved from simple above-ground tombs to elaborate family
mausoleums, with ongoing adaptations to address space limitations,
preservation concerns, and cultural traditions.



Why is the above-ground burial method necessary in
New Orleans?

Due to New Orleans' location below sea level and a high water table,
underground burial is impractical as graves can flood, so above-ground tombs
prevent coffins from rising or water damage.

Are there any famous personalities buried in New
Orleans cemeteries?

Yes, several famous personalities are buried in New Orleans cemeteries,
including Marie Laveau, the legendary voodoo queen, jazz musicians, political
figures, and Confederate soldiers.

What preservation challenges do New Orleans
cemeteries face today?

New Orleans cemeteries face preservation challenges such as weathering from
humidity and flooding, vandalism, pollution, and the need for ongoing
maintenance to protect historic tombs and cultural heritage.

Additional Resources

New Orleans Cemetery History: Unearthing the City’s Above-Ground Legacy

new orleans cemetery history is a fascinating subject that intertwines
culture, geography, religion, and urban development. Known globally for its
distinctive above-ground burial practices, New Orleans’ cemeteries are not
merely resting places for the deceased but are emblematic of the city’s
unique historical and social fabric. This article delves into the origins,
architectural peculiarities, and cultural significance of New Orleans
cemeteries, highlighting how they reflect broader narratives of the city’s
past.

The Origins of New Orleans Cemetery Practices

New Orleans’ cemetery history is deeply influenced by the city’s geographical
and climatic conditions. Situated below sea level, New Orleans is prone to
flooding, which historically posed significant challenges for traditional
burial methods. The early settlers, mainly French and Spanish Catholics,
confronted the practical and spiritual dilemma of burying their dead in a
city where ground saturation and water tables made subterranean interments
hazardous.

This led to the adoption of above-ground tombs, often referred to as “Cities



of the Dead.” These tombs, built from brick and stone, are raised mausoleums
that protect the deceased from flooding. The practice dates back to the late
18th and early 19th centuries and has since become a defining characteristic
of New Orleans cemeteries. This architectural adaptation not only solved
environmental challenges but also created a unique aesthetic that attracts
historians, tourists, and cultural enthusiasts alike.

Geographical and Environmental Factors Shaping
Burial Practices

Unlike most American cities, where cemeteries are sprawling plots of land
with in-ground graves, New Orleans’ cemeteries resemble miniature cities. The
high water table prevents traditional graves from being dug deeper than a few
feet, causing coffins to risk rising to the surface during floods. Above-
ground tomb construction mitigated these risks and became a standardized
practice by the early 19th century.

Additionally, the humid subtropical climate accelerated the decomposition
process, meaning that above-ground tombs often housed multiple generations.
This reuse required tombs to be carefully maintained and periodically
emptied, making cemetery management a complex social and logistical affair.

Architectural Features and Notable Cemeteries

New Orleans cemeteries are renowned for their distinctive “wall tombs” and
elaborate mausoleums, which display a blend of French, Spanish, and Creole
architectural influences. These structures are often ornately decorated with
wrought iron gates, stained glass, and intricate stone carvings.

Famous Cemeteries and Their Historical Significance

e St. Louis Cemetery No. 1: Established in 1789, it is the city’s oldest
cemetery and home to the tomb of the infamous Voodoo queen, Marie
Laveau. Its historic significance and unique tomb designs make it one of
the most visited cemeteries in the city.

e St. Louis Cemetery No. 2: Opened in 1823, this cemetery features a more
organized layout with large family tombs and is the resting place of
many notable New Orleanians.

e Metairie Cemetery: Known for its grand monuments and sculptures,
Metairie reflects the 19th-century Victorian influence and is often
referred to as an outdoor museum of funerary art.



e St. Roch Cemetery: Famous for its colorful and personalized tombs, it
reflects the community’s diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds.

These cemeteries not only serve as burial grounds but also as open-air
museums showcasing centuries of art, architecture, and cultural evolution.

The Role of Religion and Culture in Cemetery
Development

Religion plays a pivotal role in New Orleans cemetery history. The Catholic
Church’s dominance in the region influenced burial rites, cemetery design,
and the sanctity of the grounds. The above-ground tombs often reflect
Catholic symbolism, such as crosses, angels, and saints, integrating faith
with the practical needs of the environment.

Moreover, cultural practices such as the annual “All Saints Day” and “All
Souls Day” celebrations involve cemetery visits, prayers, and offerings,
reinforcing communal bonds and respect for ancestors. These rituals
underscore the cemeteries’ role beyond burial sites—they are living spaces of
remembrance and cultural continuity.

Preservation Challenges and Modern
Considerations

Despite their historical and cultural importance, New Orleans cemeteries face
numerous preservation challenges. Exposure to the elements, urban development
pressures, and tourism-related wear and tear threaten their structural
integrity. The city has undertaken various preservation initiatives, often
involving partnerships between governmental agencies, preservation societies,
and local communities.

Pros and Cons of Above-Ground Burial Practices

e Pros: Protection from flooding, preservation of grave markers and tombs,
enhanced visual and cultural appeal, and suitability to local
environmental conditions.

e Cons: Limited space leading to overcrowding, high maintenance
requirements, occasional structural damage due to weather, and
challenges related to multiple occupant tombs.



These factors necessitate ongoing attention and investment to maintain the
cemeteries’ historic value and accessibility.

Impact of Tourism and Cultural Heritage

New Orleans cemeteries have become significant tourist attractions,
contributing to the city’s economy and cultural outreach. Guided tours often
explore the lore surrounding famous residents, architectural styles, and
local superstitions. While tourism raises awareness and generates funds for
preservation, it also risks commodifying sacred spaces and disturbing the
solemnity of the sites.

Balancing public interest with respect for the deceased and their descendants
remains a delicate task for city officials and heritage organizations.

New Orleans Cemetery History in Contemporary
Context

The story of New Orleans cemeteries is not static but continues to evolve.
Recent efforts to digitize cemetery records and incorporate new technologies
for preservation reflect a modern approach to managing historical sites.
Additionally, there is growing recognition of marginalized groups buried
within these cemeteries, including enslaved people and immigrant communities,
prompting broader historical narratives and inclusive commemorations.

The cemeteries also serve as poignant reminders of the city’s resilience,
having withstood natural disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina, which tested
the durability of these structures and the community’s commitment to
preserving its heritage.

In sum, new orleans cemetery history offers a window into the city’s unique
responses to environmental, cultural, and spiritual challenges. The
cemeteries stand as enduring testaments to New Orleans’ layered past,
blending practicality with artistry and reverence. Their continued
preservation ensures that future generations can engage with this distinctive
facet of the city’s identity.
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