
Negotiated Geographies of New Orleans’s
Place d’Armes, 1789-1852

Rebecca Sheehan

Today, New Orleans’s Place d’Armes (now known as Jackson Square)
is a tourist attraction, a must-see in the city’s French Quarter
(Figure 1). The square and its surrounding structures look much as

they did in 1852, when the debonair designs of Baroness Micaela Almon-
ester de Pontalba, daughter of an influential New Orleans colonist, came
to fruition. In the high season, hundreds to thousands of tourists visit the
celebrated plaza to not only have their picture taken in front of St. Louis
Cathedral and the statue of General Andrew Jackson, but also to browse
sidewalk artists’ works, for Tarot card or palm readings, to listen to street
musicians, and to watch magic shows and mimes. These activities in the
Jackson Square area have been highly contested for decades and seemingly
undermine (to some) its true historical, renowned, and genteel status and
image of New Orleans. Nevertheless, as I show in this article, such activi-
ties, people, and contestations may also be interpreted as a continuation of
the square’s past. It is my hope that this historical analysis will serve to
support more inclusive perspectives concerning what, and who, are “au-
thentically” part of Jackson Square specifically and public spaces gener-
ally.

In 1721, France officially platted New Orleans with Place d’Armes
as the single and central public square (Figure 2).1 France planned the
colony to be a commercial endeavor in transporting goods to and from the
North American continent and intended Place d’Armes to be its cultural,
economic, political, religious, and social center. As New Orleans developed
into a commercial hub, so too did the status of Place d’Armes. By 1734, the
Catholic Church, police, governor, court, and military established build-
ings along the square. Thus early on, urban order and progress resided lit-
erally and symbolically in Place d’Armes, as the open expanse and the
buildings bordering it articulated the location of urbanity and authority in
the colony. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as ad-
ministrative powers and ownership changed between nations (France,
Spain, and the United States), Place d’Armes continued to serve as the
functional and symbolic center of New Orleans. Even when, after the
Louisiana Purchase, the economic core began shifting from the French
Quarter to the American area uptown, Place d’Armes still remained the
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symbolic center of the city. Over the years, the special status of Place
d’Armes generally compelled those who had more political and social
power, usually government officials and elites, to “refine” the square’s
physical landscape and pursue restrictive measures for its social form, pre-
senting New Orleans’s front as ordered.

In fact, Kelman explains that the area of Place d’Armes, including
the church and river, became “sacred” in the minds of those with more po-
litical and social influence.2 Nevertheless, this influence in action and in-
action as well as by design and circumstance contributed to negotiated
geographies of Place d’Armes, expressed in its cultural landscape. As
Lewis points out, “from the beginning image was more important than re-
ality. The Place d’Armes…with its new church gained a reputation as the
finest thing for hundreds of miles. Never mind that [Place d’Armes] was a
weedy lot and the church a primitive wooden building.”3 The significance
of these contradictory realities to Place d’Armes’s “preferred” image is the
subject of this paper. Tracing New Orleans’s City Council’s rulings, ordi-
nances, and proceedings from the late eighteenth century to the mid-nine-
teenth century, I show a cultural landscape in flux, revealing its utilitarian
functions for regular people, unevenness within the ranks of those with

Figure 1. Jackson Square (Place d’Armes) today. Photograph by Kelli Welch, used
with permission.
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more political and social power, and an image of a city with ongoing strug-
gles. These realities exist alongside and sometimes beyond an image of
order and eminence.

Prominent public spaces: purpose and meaning

Geographers and other social scientists have studied the signifi-
cance that many historical public plazas and monuments possess. These
landscapes often embody the (imagined) greatest expressions and prac-
tices of places, concerning, for example, citizenship, identity, and environ-
mental principles.4 Preeminent public squares, plazas, and monuments
may be thought of as what De Certeau explains as synecdoche, which “ex-
pands a spatial element [that] play[s] the role of a ‘more’ (a totality).”5 For
example, Atkinson and Cosgrove explore the Vittoriano Emanuele II
monument in Rome to uncover “the monument’s intended and official
meanings, and to examine how a changing Italian state sought to concretize
the always fluid and elusive idea of Italianness.”6 They discovered that

Figure 2. New Orleans and Place d’Armes (bold square), 1728. Courtesy of the Uni-
versity of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin, Perry-Castañeda Library Map
Collection U.S. Historical City Maps. "La Nouvelle Orleans en 1728." From Report on
the Social Statistics of Cities, compiled by George E. Waring, Jr., United States Census
Office, Part II, 1886.
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particular “bodily spatialities” were part of the monument’s landscape and
that public memory was manipulated through the Vittoriano monument in
a performative rhetoric.7 Bass shows how, as symbolic landscapes, plazas
in Honduras reflect and shape public perception regarding ecological is-
sues of the state. Once mostly treeless, now those same plazas are planted
with trees, supporting the platform of forests’ environmental significance
put forth by the state.8 The “preferred” meanings of central public plazas
and monuments such as these are maintained at local, regional, national,
and international scales through time via the material landscape, media,
legislation, events, and commercial interests.

Similarly, in the United States, central squares like Place d’Armes
historically served as symbolic cultural landscapes and also operated as
functional centers for urban development, markets, military drill fields,
public celebrations, and public assembly. Leaders of communities guided
the design of these centers with rational and political orderings that were
meant to represent the community as well as to assist in producing partic-
ular behaviors and characteristics in the public.9 Accordingly, “people were
present…to perform some public service or public role,”10 such as rein-
forcing a particular ideology or political and social authority, through pub-
lic celebrations and assemblies. Though these power relations are “abstract
and intangible,” as Pred argues, “[they] are always somehow associated
with the concrete conduct of social life in place.”11 Social scientists have
shown, however, that only some people and activities (are) qualified to be
in certain public spaces.12 In Place d’Armes (and other public spaces), gov-
ernment officials and elites, usually the same people, excluded or greatly
restricted the presence of, for example, people of color, whether enslaved
or free, except under certain circumstances.13 In the central public square,
those who held/hold more political and social power call(ed) for greater re-
strictions in material form and everyday appearances (including types of
people and activities) in order to project particular images and values of a
city such as valor, progress, and genteelness.14

Following Bourdieu, Cresswell explains that such “orderings of
space provide a structure for experience and help to tell us who we are in
society,” where the continual unfolding of place plays “a role in the main-
tenance of…ideologies and the power relations they support.”15 Indeed, as
Duncan and Duncan show, the power of aesthetics to exclude is a natural-
ized force in the production of landscapes legislated by political, social,
and financial officials and elites who argue for the inherent good of par-
ticular laws that ordain acceptable, “refined,” activities in and material
qualities of landscapes.16 Of course, these orderings are never complete,
nor are they absolute.

Basson argues, however, that historical geographic research gives
little attention to different orderings that were also present in preeminent
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public squares. He asserts that historical research on public squares has
“indulge[d] in a game of historical exclusion that removes from recognition
what is inconvenient or disturbing,” imparting “a distorted sense of the
historically acceptable, true, and visible.”17 With respect to celebrated
plazas and squares, geographers have paid more attention to their con-
tested and altered geographies through ideological conversions, regime
changes, and other political struggles at various social scales than to the
day-to-day mundane struggles of those with more political and social
influence to create and maintain “preferred” images of these cultural land-
scapes.

That said, geographers have examined popular, everyday, and off-
the-record practices that negotiate the meanings of other monumental
public spaces.18 Johnson urged geographers to explore “connections be-
tween elite and popular ‘imagined communities,’ where subaltern voices
are not always assumed to be epiphenomenal to identity formations.”19

Importantly, she uses the term “connections,” pointing not to an either-or
concerning who (and what) creates (national) identity, for example, but
rather to the situated and negotiated struggles among (many) groups in
the geographies of historically significant public spaces. Since Johnson’s
call, geographers have shown, for example, how naturalized false stories
contribute to the construction of monuments; people are rarely simply sub-
missive to official (state) identity-making efforts through monuments, and
regular people, recognized usually as those who hold less political and so-
cial power, are active in ordinary ways that produce collective and varying
meanings.20

Exploring day-to-day struggles involves what Dwyer and
Alderman call the “gritty details of the social.”21 Gritty details of the built
environment include everyday activities and occupancy in addition to
what Lee explains as, “architecture as the social product” and includes
“concern for the habitual (and nonhabitual) use and consumption” of pub-
lic spaces.22 She argues for consideration of more than what these spaces are
purported to mean by those who “wield more place-shaping power than
others” but also what these spaces “do” through and for regular people.23
Though regular people, activities, and struggles may be in one sense
ephemeral, they nevertheless affect the geographies of places like Place
d’Armes.24

Indeed, geographers have shown that controlling the landscape
and meaning(s) of public spaces is not an all-or-nothing affair.25 Control of
public space is negotiated among individuals, groups, and institutions with
more and less political and social power in the public sphere and in day-to-
day life. The public sphere is a realm where various interests express ideas
and influence outcomes, often through legal means such as decrees and
ordinances that control the form, function, and access to public spaces. For
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example, Goheen shows that in mid-nineteenth-century Toronto, specific
legislation regarding the streets resulted from “a continuing dialogue, a
protracted negotiation, that involved many issues” with “an impressive
variety of groups, official and unofficial.”26 His aim is to show how domi-
nant middle-class sensibilities emerged.

Domosh, on the other hand, explores how in the day-to-day, peo-
ple navigate dominant middle-class sensibilities put forth in the public
sphere (whether official or unofficial) in public space.27 She explains that in
nineteenth-century New York City, white bourgeois women and black
bourgeois men and women challenged the authority of white upper-class
and bourgeois men through a “polite politics” on Broadway and Fifth Av-
enue, the city’s premier streets. Arguing that resistance to social authority
occurred through small transgressions on a daily basis, Domosh analyzes
how gestures, glances, unintended touches, and “improper” returned
gazes were significant tactical actions to accumulatively subvert dominant
authority. As Pred explains, the “very nature of place-bound structuring
processes is such that the power relations underlying routine and
nonroutine local practices are themselves established, reproduced and
transformed by everyday and nonroutine practices.”28 Therefore, the
public sphere and day-to-day life are not mutually exclusive; rather, each
one informs the other, shaping the production of public space.29

Yet, political and social power relations include more complexity
than might be apparent in this discussion of the public sphere and every-
day life. Scott explains that hidden transcripts, those discourses and prac-
tices not public or not accessible to particular groups, also shape the
production of place.30 Private group meetings where members make deci-
sions about issues before a public forum commences, for instance, are a
component of a group’s hidden transcripts. He adds that hidden tran-
scripts, whether speech acts or other practices, and public transcripts, are
“zone[s] of constant struggle between dominant and subordinate [groups],
that solid walls do not exist between them.31 Typically, government offi-
cials and elites have greater political and social power to keep their hidden
transcripts hidden while regular people (or those with less political and
social power relative to others) use tactical maneuvers, such as Domosh’s
examples of polite politics, to ensure that their hidden transcripts are never
directly evident.32

Moreover, while those with more political and social power (gov-
ernment officials and elites) typically hold a more controlled, restrictive
vision for preeminent public spaces and those with less political and social
power (regular people) typically hold a less controlled, restrictive vision for
preeminent public spaces, such dichotomies, as Domosh’s work suggests,
are misleading in terms of how public spaces develop(ed). Though these
positions for those with more and less political and social power hold true
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generally, the capacity for any group to consistently exert such positions is
another matter, as is the capacity for any group’s members to
possess and display uniform views regarding matters in these public spaces.
For example, Scott explains that any semblance of defection in public within
a dominant group “breaks the naturalization of power made plausible by a
united front.”33 As argued above, usually, those with more political and
social power easily maintain the cover of their hidden transcripts that
would include a minority dissent or uncertainty within their own ranks.
Following Scott’s argument, this would also mean that these groups typi-
cally possess the means to minimize the publicness of their inabilities to
consistently control everyday life, which would only further undermine
their political and social power. In Place d’Armes, the bricolage of struggles
and situations produced geographies that were more complex than those
associated with its “preferred” (historical) meaning(s) purported by politi-
cal and social leaders. These negotiations provide insight into additional
functions and processes associated with this great public space.

Methods

Getting at the ambiguities and inabilities of those political and so-
cial leaders to control space in this way is difficult. Difficulty arises in part
because these leaders, government officials and elites, are usually the ones
who create records of their activities; thus, in a variety of ways “not every
story is told.”34 This means that the voices of those with less political and
social power may not only be silenced in their present but also in the
archive.35 Silence comes in a variety of forms in the archive where their sto-
ries and other stories are “present” as mere traces, hints, in hidden spaces,
and through complete absence.36 Thus, the archive significantly influences
the kinds of questions posed and precludes the asking of other questions.37

Thus, seeking novel sources to uncover questions and recuperate
more comprehensive historical geographies that include negotiations
among the more politically and socially powerful, among the less politi-
cally and socially powerful, and between the more and less politically and
socially powerful, may be needed. But as Domosh and Morin point out,
“such sources are not always readily available.”38 However, following
Sontag and Foucault, Carter explains that as speech and silence are defined
through one another so “what is present in the archives is defined by what
is not” and that it is through “the acts of repression that the voices of the
oppressed remain.”39 In other words, silence, even absence, is never
complete in the archive precisely because of the suppressive practices of
those with more political and social power.

Geographers have discussed the problematic nature of interpreting
historical material, explaining that these representations are socially
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constructed, and they urge that scholars must analyze them in their
cultural context, reading with and against the grain.40 For example, Schein
argues that lithographic views from the nineteenth century “are not just
innocent documents of the built environment” and interpreting these
images

becomes an exploration in landscape interpretation that tacks
back and forth between narrative, text, and context; interweav-
ing the story of the landscape, its representation, and its social
production/reproduction as inseparable components in a
historical geography of urban America.41

Schein’s sentiment may be applied to all archival data, as all historical ma-
terial is culturally embedded in the past (and present).42 Therefore, what
may be considered evidence includes “the various possible relationships
between record and event,” requiring a sort of ethnographic perspective
that goes beyond, that is to say not contained within, the record.43 Thus,
inference is required in both what constitutes evidence and interpreting
meaning(s) of evidence.44

With the above in mind, I investigate the ambiguities and inabili-
ties among government officials and elites and between these actors and
regular people to shape and control the day-to-day of Place d’Armes. Ex-
tending Scott’s ideas concerning hidden transcripts, I consider that which
has gone unexamined, in effect hidden, in the public transcripts of those
with more political and social power. Using New Orleans’s official records,
primarily city government rulings, ordinances, and proceedings, I consider
“between the lines” and nuances within the decrees and practices wielded
by those with more political and social influence in the development of
Place d’Armes. This includes those public spaces that relate directly to the
square—the adjacent streets, sidewalks, riverfront, and levee. Addition-
ally, I draw from newspapers and popular accounts, attentive that they too
are not innocent public transcripts but rather laden with privileged influ-
ence.

Though the unevenness in Place d’Armes development—“the
gritty details of the social”45—has not been considered noteworthy (as those
details do not contribute to the “preferred” role and image of Place
d’Armes), I aim to reveal significant geographies associated with every-
day life and regular people. As Scott argues, “the analysis of hidden tran-
scripts…[offer] one path to [uncovering] contradictions and possibilities
beneath the placid surface…[of] existing distributions of power, wealth
and status.”46 I contextualize my discussions through New Orleans’s his-
tory, in part relying upon geographic scholarship on New Orleans from
the late eighteenth century through the mid-nineteenth century, a time of
great cultural, economic, political, and social movement in the city.
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Developing geographies in Place d’Armes

During the eighteenth century, France was more often at war with
Britain than not. The cumulative years of war meant in part that France
had been strained in allocating sufficient resources to New Orleans. Often
the colony precariously existed, as disease, famine, hurricanes, and labor
and supply shortages plagued colonists.47 When Spain took administrative
control of New Orleans in 1769,48 with General O’Reilly and 2600 men
marching into Place d’Armes, New Orleans seriously lacked sufficient food
and supplies. Additionally, the city had fallen into severe financial crisis.
However in the late eighteenth century, increasing trade with New Or-
leans’s hinterlands (along the Mississippi River) helped better the colony’s
economic position. While colonial powers had always seen the colony with
supreme strategic commercial and territorial significance, Lewis explains
both France and Spain “regarded [New Orleans] as a sideshow.”49 Even so,
public religious, national, and military events always included grand dis-
plays of pomp and circumstance, and national power, in Place d’Armes.

So though in nearly the first 100 years, Place d’Armes was little
more than a grassy field, the meaning imparted to it emblematically and in
practice became entrenched in New Orleans and beyond. Additionally,
seemingly meager improvements, such as installing drainage ditches
around the square and placing the first (recorded) light in front of Place
d’Armes, were in fact significant efforts, at least symbolically, in manag-
ing the physical and social integrity of the developing city.50 Fires in 1784
and 1796 devastated the city, requiring huge resources to rebuild, and
yellow fever outbreaks crippled the population,51 but bit by bit efforts to
improve the city and Place d’Armes continued. The City Council (hereafter
the Council) decreed, for instance, to add another wagon for garbage
pickup and discussed constructing sidewalks around Place d’Armes.52

In the next two sections, I map the course of embellishments, people, and
uses of the square, showing the interplay of “preferred” (leading) with
“disliked” (subordinate) social facets during the period.

Embellishment

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Council
often visited the topic of embellishment for the square, showing great in-
terest and concern over the character that Place d’Armes should take. This
idea of embellishment includes any activities or events that might enhance
the use and image of the square. In 1807, the Council approved plans that
included sycamore trees and fencing.53 The fence was meant to create a
more refined space, protecting the plaza’s trees from children and
animals.54 Also in that year, when a Council member suggested that the
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French Market relocate from the riverfront to the square, the remaining
Council expressed designs to “embellish” Place d’Armes because the
“citizens want Place d’Armes to be converted into a public promenade.”55

Those citizens were likely those from the middle and upper classes because
promenading was one of their cultural practices.56

The fervor that the Council and some citizens possessed to em-
bellish Place d’Armes failed to translate into a consistent ability for im-
provements to be completed in a timely manner. For example, the plans
that the Council had approved for the square in May of 1807 still had not
commenced by late 1808 because the mayor could not locate sycamore trees
at a reasonable price.57 Proceeding with its aim to improve Place d’Armes
in 1809, however, the Council decreed that a balustrade with turnstiles,
sidewalks, and curbing be added.58 With the coming of steamboats in 1812,
New Orleans’s economy improved,59 but the economic improvements to
the city did not necessarily translate into the timely completion of im-
provements to Place d’Armes. The improvements from the Council’s de-
cree in 1809 were only completed in July of 1812.60

Ceremonial events also proved to embellish Place d’Armes’s
image. In 1814, as threat from the British grew, people of New Orleans
joined General Andrew Jackson in the Battle of New Orleans. Upon vic-
tory, New Orleans honored him with a magnificent ceremony in Place
d’Armes that included a triumphal arch, song, military, and thousands of
spectators.61 And by 1816, the city’s persistence in its embellishment efforts
marked (for some) a discernable day-to-day materialization of the city’s
ideal image for Place d’Armes. A description from a visiting Frenchman,
for example, stated:

One reaches an attractive Square, planted with trees which are
still young and allow a view of the three sides. The fourth fronts
on the river. The church, together with several fine houses, make
up the opposite side, producing an agreeable sight.Although un-
paved, the streets are straight, of uniform width, and intersect at
right angles…there are sidewalks and two gutters to allow water
to run off.62

Beginning in 1817, the city planned and completed more im-
provements to the square, such as installing a city clock on St. Louis
Church, planting willow saplings on the levee, and replacing missing trees
(multiple times).63 Most impressive in scale was the Council’s 1819 deci-
sion to raise the square, replace the wooden fence with an iron fence atop
a stone retaining wall, and construct an interior walkway.64 That said, these
improvements had to be suspended in order to protect the city from
flooding by constructing and repairing portions of the levee, which had



Negotiated Geographies of New Orleans’s Place d’Armes 233

been, and would continue to be, an issue requiring extensive allocation of
resources and labor for the city.65

Then in 1820 the city, further enhancing the elegance of Place
d’Armes, resolved to dedicate a monument for General Andrew Jackson
and work resumed on the Place d’Armes at a pace not seen before.66 How-
ever early in 1821, work slowed again due to a shortage of bricks.67 In 1822,
persisting in its embellishing endeavors, the Council ordered that a row of
orange trees be planted around the square. Place d’Armes also continued
to be the place for stately events. For example, the city held elegant funeral
services honoring Jefferson and Adams (1826) as well as commemorative
Te Deum masses for the Battle of New Orleans (1829).68 In 1831, a cholera
outbreak took more than 6,000 lives,69 but in that same year, a persistent
ideal for New Orleans’s central square remained in the minds of city lead-
ers as the Council reiterated its sentiment “to beautify the city’s front and
maintain good order and similitude.”70 But, substantial improvement to
the Place d’Armes only began again in 1835, when the Council allocated
$1,000 for a fountain.71

Then, in 1836, due to ethnic and economic tensions and differences,
New Orleans divided into three municipalities. The municipalities became
known as the First Municipality, comprising the French Quarter and thus
Place d’Armes (where most of the affluent Creole population resided), the
Second Municipality, comprising the Uptown area and thus Lafayette
Square (where most of the Anglo-American population resided), and the
Third Municipality, comprising the area south of the Quarter and thus
Washington Square (where most of the less-affluent Creole population and
immigrant populations resided).72 Each municipality had its own council
though a general council continued to exist for matters of mutual concern.
Even with theAmerican Uptown area gaining economic and political dom-
inance in New Orleans, Place d’Armes usually received improvements
first, echoing its symbolic importance for the city.

Though dividing New Orleans into three municipalities weakened
the city as a whole because it duplicated infrastructural improvements and
services, ideals of New Orleans’s and Place d’Armes’s magnificence con-
tinued.73 For example, in 1840 the city completed a triumphal arch and held
a grand military celebration for visiting General Andrew Jackson to com-
memorate his victory at the Battle of New Orleans. Thousands of colonists
packed Place d’Armes and the event made national news.74 When Jackson
died six years later, the city held a huge funeral service in Place d’Armes.
In the same year, a newspaper reported that new railing would be installed
and that the square was “to be beautifully decorated.”75 Another local
newspaper described Place d’Armes with a similar vision, marveling at
the beautifully designed candelabra and that on fete nights “glass globes
of lamps [will be] filled with colored fluids (blue, red, and white).”76
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However, in the 1840s while some referred to Place d’Armes as
“that old delightful promenade,” others saw the square differently. For ex-
ample, then popular writer Oakey Hall described it as a “beggars’ retreat,”
with only “one or two respectable trees, a hundred or two blades of grass,
a dilapidated fountain, [and] a very naked flag-staff.”77 By 1848, the lack of
maintenance for Place d’Armes had yielded an unbecoming scene:

Time worn buildings of the Spanish architects of the eighteenth
century crumbled and mouldered [sic] away in the immediate
vicinity of the Place d’Armes. The latter wad in desolution [sic].
The basin of its little central fountain and fish pond, formly [sic]
overlooked by little dophins [sic] and smiling, plaster naiads,
was filled up. The only relic left was a black old curfew gun with
a great round throat.78

In this rendering, the sophistication of Place d’Armes appears to have de-
cayed into disarray.

During the late eighteenth to mid nineteenth centuries, those with
more political and social influence in New Orleans called for the continued
embellishment of Place d’Armes. Moreover, illustrious ceremonies dedi-
cated to the Louisiana Purchase and General Andrew Jackson, for example,
inscribed Place d’Armes as sacred space, and popular writers’ agreeable
descriptions concerning the elegance and order of the square only empha-
sized its exclusivity. Nevertheless, improving Place d’Armes involved
many interruptions as well as erratic maintenance as the city struggled in
its development, revealing discernable “negotiated geographies.” New Or-
leans’s initial treatment as a “sideshow,” continual disease, drainage, and
flooding problems stemming from its low-lying geography made it diffi-
cult for those with more political and social power to develop and main-
tain an ordered and refined city front. Legal decrees and actions involved
in aestheticizing Place d’Armes were ultimately fractured, incomplete, and
unsustainable.79

People and uses

In Place d’Armes, mundane facets and daily practices, encom-
passing utilitarian and unsanctified functions by a variety of people, pro-
duced a landscape in flux that expressed and constituted particular realties
of New Orleans apart from the “preferred” image held by some. For ex-
ample, the fires from late eighteenth century had increased homelessness
in the city,80 and people’s need for shelter compelled the government to
allow colonists to erect temporary huts on the levee in front of Place
d'Armes.81 The temporary structures became permanent in a sense because
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those in need remained much longer than the government had planned. So
permanent were they that through social and political maneuvering, the
Friar at St. Louis Church charged and collected rent on the scanty homes.82

From 1789 to 1801, the government ordered the huts demolished
at least four times; yet, they never were (or were rebuilt).83 With the 1803
Louisiana Purchase ceremony proceeding in Place d’Armes, the public
square would forever bear national significance, yet the simple huts re-
mained. Two years later, in 1805, the matter of the temporary structures on
the levee again surfaced, but before the Council ordered them demolished,
it appointed a committee to assess the situation. The committee found that
the “houses, shanties, [and] cabins…on the levee prejudicial to public use
and salubrity since they obstruct passage and circulation of air.”84 The
Council ordered the structures removed within six months,85 but neither
the Council nor the mayor followed through with this mandate.86

After the Louisiana Purchase Anglo-American settlers poured into
New Orleans,87 and by 1810, it was the largest city in the United States
(over 27,000 people) west of the Appalachian Mountains.88 With more
settlers and more wealth, perhaps it is not surprising that in 1811, the
Council directed the mayor to sue persons occupying the meager huts and
sheds adjacent to Place d’Armes in order to improve the city’s front.89And
in 1812, the Council repeated its order to remove the unsightly huts in front
of Place d’Armes.90 Moreover, the plaza did not always (only) function as
a promenade. For example, in 1812, too much distance remained between
new turnstiles in the square, which allowed cattle to infiltrate the grassy
open space and graze freely.91

Despite being ineffectual at times, early in the nineteenth century
Council increasingly curtailed various forms of selling in public spaces—
how items could be sold,92 locations of selling,93 and what could be sold.94
By 1816, the Council declared that with “the good of the public in mind,”
the public could only sell items inside Place d’Armes rather than on the
sidewalks surrounding it.95 But selling in and around the square only in-
creased as the Mississippi River proved to be the route in transporting
goods and people to and from the interior of the country. As steamboats
pulled up to the city’s riverfront, New Orleans’s commercial business
began to skyrocket, loading and unloading goods for and from the upper
Mississippi Valley, the Caribbean, and France.96 According to William
Coleman, Place d’Armes became a place, where:

on holidays all the population of the town gathered; Fiery
Louisiana Creoles...rude trappers and hunters...lazy émigré no-
bles…energetic Germans...dirty Indians...some slaves, negroes
of every shade and hue...and lastly the human trash, ex-galley
slaves and adventurers, shipped to the colony to be gotten rid
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of. Here too,…the stranger could shop cheaper if not better than
in the boutiques around it, for half the trade and business of the
town was itinerant. Here passed...peddling merchants...who in-
stead of carrying their packs upon their backs, had their goods
spread out in a…vehicle which they wheeled before them...milk
and coffee women carrying their immense cans well balanced on
their turban heads. [And] all through the day went up [and
down] the never-ceasing cries of various street hawkers.97

This observation is not necessarily surprising considering that the levee in
front of Place d’Armes received numerous steamboats everyday from far-
off places with a variety of goods and peoples. Yet since colonial days of
Code Noir and during American rule with the Black Codes, New Orleans
had increasingly restricted public access, activities, and movements of peo-
ple of color. For example, in 1817, the Council prohibited enslaved persons
from gathering, except for religious services, and then only in Congo
Square.98 Likely those “dirty Indians, slaves, negroes of every shade and
hue, and human trash” located on the levee and in Place d’Armes only
temporarily, as a stopover of sorts before moving on to their final destina-
tions. They, nonetheless, regularly occupied the square.

So though 1816 marked a visible ideal of the square for some, by
1819, different impressions emerged. For example, architect Henry Boneval
Latrobe commented that

The Square itself is neglected, the fence ragged and in many
places open. Part of it is let for a depot of firewood, paving stones
are heaped up in it, and along the whole of the side next to the
river is a row of mean booths in which dry goods are sold by yel-
low, black and white women, who dispose, I am told, of incred-
ible quantities of slops and other articles fit for sailors and
boatmen, and those sort of customers. Thus a Square which
might be the handsomest in America is rather a nuisance than
otherwise.99

Indeed, the man who supplied the city with firewood stored his overstock
in Place d’Armes. Though the Council had ordered him to remove the
wood in 1816, apparently, the mandate was not followed or not enforced.100
And while in 1819, the Council ordered the mayor to have all selling
stopped in Place d’Armes and to “notify persons who sell goods in the
public square to stop by July 1st so that the square is free for public use,”101

selling in Place d’Armes persisted.102 Additionally, a year later, other
activities not likely to contribute to the ideal of “the handsomest in Amer-
ica,” such as a peep show, occupied a space on the levee in front of the
square.103
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Pursuing the refinement of Place d’Armes in 1821, the Council de-
creed that no seller was to locate “on any part of the levee within limits of
New Orleans to sell merchandise,”104 moved the iron collar (or pillory)
from the square to the area around the French Market, and voted to provide
new lights for the “Square of the city.”105 Though the iron collar had moved
from Place d’Armes, corporal punishment on the square in the form of
hangings continued.106 And despite efforts at refinement, such as placing
benches underneath the square’s allée of trees, the Council proceedings in
1823 (through 1831) reveal that selling in Place d'Armes and the levee had
continued with the Council’s support.107

Even with these variable practices and the continuing battles with
yellow fever and other diseases (due largely to ongoing drainage problems
in the swampy colony) the ideal of a genteel square remained a focus for
the city.108 In 1824, the Council denied businessmen their request to build
two cafés in Place d’Armes.109 That said, in 1829, a man constructed a stage
of sorts in the square for performances of an unknown nature, and in 1839,
another presented the Council with an application to allow his wife to walk
on a tight rope from Place d’Armes to the top of St. Louis Cathedral.110 De-
spite the importance of Place d’Armes’s image and increasingly severe va-
grancy laws (since 1806),111 it had become (for some) “but a species of cheap
lodging-house for arriving emigrants, drunken sailors, and lazy steve-
dores.”112 Indeed, in 1850, another local paper explained that the Place
d’Armes was a “camping ground” for “loafers.”113 A once hoped-for ma-
jestic image and life for the square apparently had languished, possibly
having fallen, though begrudgingly, from priority for the city.

Yet as early as 1846 Baroness Micaela Almonester de Pontalba had
begun to champion the fulfillment of Place d’Armes’s urbanity. She sub-
mitted plans to the Council for two apartment buildings that would run the
length of the east and west sides of the Square. At this time, the Baroness
also submitted plans for significant improvements to Place d’Armes.114

Though the square remained public property, in nineteenth-century Amer-
ican cities public squares or parks were often spaces “controlled by [elite]
private interests.”115 Lush plantings amid green swards and two rings of
curvilinear promenades (Figure 3), provided an “aesthetic away” from the
compact design of the French Quarter.116 In 1852 the year New Orleans re-
united as one municipality, Place d’Armes reached its culmination as a new
elegant landscape when the city changed its name to Jackson Square in
honor of General Andrew Jackson.117 Thus, as never before, order and aes-
theticization united with the square and symbol of the city. However, even
after the Baroness’ apartment buildings were completed and her elegant
plans for the square installed (1852),118 the delight of Jackson Square would
at times over the years remain elusive, as the “gritty details of the social”119

continue(d) to play out in negotiated geographies.120
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Conclusion

With “the good of the public in mind,” the Council ordered doing
away with the (temporary) huts in front of the square, curtailing selling
from the square and its adjacent areas, restricting and denying certain busi-
nesses in the square, and excluding “undesirables” in and from the square,
showing that those with more political and social power largely pre-
vail(ed).121 That said, during the same period, (temporary) housing for the
poor continued to exist, occasionally for a decade or more, and selling as
well as other unwanted activities, such as “low-brow” entertainment con-
tinued in the square. Though these activities suggest a shared sense of Place
d’Armes’s centrality to New Orleans, they also suggest that the square’s sa-
credness and veneration were not shared by all. The Council lacked a con-
sistent ability to exclude “undesirables,” animals, and items (e.g. firewood)
from Place d’Armes’s landscape. Furthermore, the city itself added to a
contradictory landscape by continuing to hang the condemned in the
square even while removing the iron pillory to another location. Unsur-
prisingly then, some popular writers found the square unappealing in their
observations. This was a space in which, as Sibley describes, the “mixing
of categories by intersections in space create[d] liminal zones…of ambigu-
ity and discontinuity.”122 Thus, the leading assumptions of Place d’Armes
may be seen as in flux instead of stable.

As Scott explains, dominant groups have “the capacity…to
prevail…but never totally.”123 The hidden transcripts, those matters that

Figure 3. Design of Place d’Armes’s (Jackson Square), 1852. Collection of author.
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have gone unexamined within the public discourse of those with more po-
litical and social power, exemplify the unevenness of that capacity. These
hidden transcripts in official (and sometimes popular) records reveal spa-
tial stories that form from an interplay of everyday life, social structures,
and circumstances that pushed back on leading ideas concerning Place
d’Armes.124 As Pred explains, “whatever power relations are, however, elu-
sive they may be and whether they exist at some micro or macro level, they
ultimately cannot be separated from the realm of action and daily prac-
tices or from the direct or indirect control of who does what, when, and
where.”125

In this article, I have aimed to contribute to research that reveals
the complexities of preeminent public squares, plazas, and monuments.
On one hand, the preferred rendering of Place d’Armes produced its land-
scape as synecdoche because the square embodied “the (imagined) great-
est expressions and practices” of the city. On the other hand, the stories
that I have presented show the aestheticization of its landscape and the
“preferred” understanding of Place d’Armes as the result of asyndeton, a
process of “elision, [that] creates a “less,” retain[ing] only selected parts
of” the whole.126 Here, I have considered facets omitted by the dominant
record of the square—those inconsistencies in Place d’Armes’s history. This
extends Scott’s idea of hidden transcripts by considering those nuances
“between the lines” in public transcripts. Thus, not only does a zone of
constant struggle exist between hidden and public transcripts, but when
examined, a zone of “hidden” struggle may also exist within public tran-
scripts.

Cresswell depicts the meaning of place as coming to be through
actions and reactions to those actions.127 He appropriately implies that “ac-
tions” and “reactions” originate from different positions. In the cases pre-
sented here, the construction of meaning is sometimes from those actions
and reactions within the same (or similar) positions (those with more po-
litical and social power). Additionally, perhaps the unevenness of Place
d’Armes resulted from notions of the proper uses of the square not fully
worked out in all the minds of those with more political and social power.
For example, by charging rent, the Friar of St. Louis Church, an individual
with much influence in the colony, effectively encouraged persons to stay
in the scanty huts on the levee. This situation also effectively presents un-
evenness, perhaps even defection, within the more politically and socially
powerful in New Orleans. While it is possible that through the years the
government did not have the means to raze the huts in front of the square,
it is also likely that both authorities and more influential colonists were un-
sure of acts that left people without shelter. Ignoring the resolutions the
Council made (and the possible new problems that those resolutions might
have created) may have been preferred to undertaking particularly difficult
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problems involving New Orleans’s premier public space. Therefore, in
New Orleans reactions and actions by those with more political and social
power included (in)decision, (in)consistency, and (in)ability to maintain
constant control of Place d’Armes, where progress and social order resided
literally and symbolically in the city. Ambiguity became intertwined with
the opinions and (in)actions of those with more political and social power
regarding cultural and social appropriateness in Place d’Armes—whether
with or without intent.

My analysis of Place d’Armes reveals a different interpretation of
Place d’Armes’s (historical) geographies: negotiated orderings and there-
fore negotiated geographies, which the needs and circumstances at macro
and micro scales created. Significantly, those needs and circumstances often
resulted from the habitual and everyday practices and desires of regular
people.128 The idea of order is a fluid one. Clearly, those with more politi-
cal and social power in New Orleans articulated ideals for Place d’Armes,
but everyday activities and unfulfilled and inconsistent realizations pro-
duced a more nuanced order. Accordingly, additional questions that
emerge from (and may be sought in) “hidden spaces” should be posed that
not only include “Whose order?”129 but to also go beyond this question to
ask, “How consistent is that ‘order’?” “Do inconsistencies within specific
intentions exist?” If so, then we may ask: “Why and when do those incon-
sistencies, particularly within more politically and socially powerful
groups, exist?” Perhaps, in seeking answers to these questions, we may
continue to find additional avenues towards more heterogeneous under-
standings of preeminent public spaces in the past and present.
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