






































the farther edge of the circle, still singing, takes the prompt hand of an 
unsmiling Congo girl, leads her into the ring, and leaving the chant to the 
throng, stands her before him for the dance.  
 

 
 
 Will they dance to that measure? Wait! A sudden frenzy seizes the 
musicians. The measure quickens, the swaying, attitudinizing crowd starts into 
extra activity, the female voices grow sharp and staccato, and suddenly the 
dance is the furious Bamboula. Now for the frantic leaps. Now for frenzy.  
Another pair is in the ring. The ecstasy rises to madness; one-two-three of the 
dancers fall, with foam on their lips and are dragged out by arms and legs from 
under the tumultuous feet of crowding newcomers. The musicians know no 
fatigue; still the dance rages on; No wonder the police stopped it in Congo 
Square. Only the music deserved to survive, and does survive. Will they dance 
nothing else? Ah' the music changes. The rhythm stretches out heathenish and 
ragged. The quick contagions caught by a few in the crowd, who take it up with 
spirited smiting of the bare sole upon the ground, and of open hands upon the 
thighs. From a spot near the musicians a single male voice, heavy and sonorous, 
rises in improvisation, The Mandingos brought that art from Africa - and in a 
moment man others have joined in refrain male voices in rolling, bellowing 
resonance, female responding in high, piercing unison. Suddenly the song 
changed. The rhythm sweeps away long and smooth like a river escaped from 
its rapids, and in new spirit, with louder  drum beats and more jocund rattle, the 
voices roll up into the sky and the dancers are at it, other couples have stepped 
into the grassy areas, the instrumental din has risen to a fresh height of 
inspiration, the posing and thigh-beating and breast patting and chanting and 
swinging and writhing has risen with it, and the song is changed. There were 
other dances. Only a few years ago I was honored with an invitation, which I 
had to decline, to see danced the Bamboula, the Cata (or Chacta), the 
Counjaille, and the Calinda. Then there were the Voudou, and the Congo, to 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVQsnNzXXy0








folks" did heel and toe it was a persimmon above the most strenuous efforts of 
Daddy Rice. Congo Square is well worth a visit from the stranger or anyone else 
who desires to be amused by the peculiarities of the Negro race. 
 
Daily Crescent - October 15, 1850 - The Place d'Armes 
 Alderman Favbre of the First Municipality, at a meeting of the council last 
evening. introduced a lengthy preamble and resolution in regard to the Place 
d'Armes, which is highly commendable. In the language of the preamble, it is 
proposed to make the square a pleasant place of resort for families and a 
playground for  children, instead of being a camping aground for loafers, as at 
present. The plan for the improvement was obtained by Madame de Pontalba in 
France, and it is cordially approved of by everyone who has see it, or, at least, 
those with whom we have conversed on the subject. It is proposed that the  
present iron railing which surrounds the Place d'Armes transferred to Circus or 
Congo Square, and replaced by a new one. The plan, if carried out, will make the 
Square correspond to appearance with the beautiful buildings surrounding it. 
The report recommends that Circus or Congo Square be appropriated for the 
use of the Legion, for its reviews, and for the firing of salutes and the evening 
gun. Mr. Fabre is deserving of much praise for the able manner in which he has 
drawn up the report, and we trust that it will be adopted. 
 
Times Picayune - December 2, 1860 
 The public square, now known as "Place d'Armes," has been opened. It 
was formerly called "Congo" Square, from the fact of its being the rendezvous of 
the Negroes on Sunday, when they dance their native dances and enjoyed 
themselves generally. 
 
Sunday Delta - November 30, 1862 - Sambo as seen in the Crescent city 
 Time was when the best opportunity to see the Ethiopian-the genuine 
Negro-fresh and fragrant from the spicy coast of Senegambia-was on Congo 
Square, on any summer Sunday afternoon, when he congregated in huge 
numbers, to indulge in the pastimes of dancing and in playing the banjo and 
bones. But that time is passed. Congo Square is converted into the Place 
d'Armes, and Sambo is driven out of this his terrestrial paradise, to seek 
recreation in less loved localities. We believe he now has no place of general 
and promiscuous resort, but is driven to congregating n small squads in cabarets 
or out-of- the-way places, where, instead of exercising his cruralities in the mazy 
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figures of the dance, he addicts himself to cards, dominoes, or to the more 
hurtful practice of wetting his throat to keep his body from rusting. 
 
Times Picayune - August 10 1869 
 The proposition emanating from a large number of our German fellow 
citizens, to erect a monument to the memory of Humboldt known as Congo 
Square though its real name is Place d'Armes, o condition that the council will 
change its name to "Humboldt Square is, we think, worthy of consideration, 
Jackson Square it will be remembered, was called Place de A'rmes until the 
statue of Jackson was erected, and the its name was transferred to Congo. In 
view of the improvement proposed, and the fact, too, that it will be a source of 
a very great gratification to those of our citizens who honor and revere the 
name of Humboldt, we hope the Council will take favorable action in the 
matter. Certain Humboldt is preferred to Congo. 
 
New Orleans Commercial Bulletin - October 1, 1869 
 When, however, the name of the old Place d'Armes as so changed, in 
deference to the native population, the Square now sought to be named 
Humboldt Square was call by ordinance Place d'Armes. The iron railing of the 
old Square was removed to the new, and the grounds almost immediately 
improved.  
 The former name of this square was Circus, and not Congo. The latter was 
a nick-name, for when no one is responsible, and, strangely enough, the 
ordinance now vetoed call it indifferently, "Place d'Armes, or Congo Square, 
thus falling into the same error as some of our journalists. 
 Anyone referring to the Controller's reports will find the name to be Place 
d'Armes, together with its location and value. I see no reason why the name of 
this square should be changed for the second time. A change or two more 
would make it obnoxious to the epithet of Harlequin Square. Those living 
around it might well set up a theodolite and employ an expert to determine 
precisely where they lived, if the name of the square was the guide to their 
locality. 
 
Times Picayune - January 20, 1871 
 Congo Square or rather its railing, has just received a coating of coal tar, 
and the trunks of its scrubby shade tress-we suppose we must so denominate 
them-a whitewashing. Coal tar and whitewash are no doubt clearly, and have 
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no little preservative quality, but the man who could see any beauty in Congo 
Square as it is, would fall in love with the Hottentot Venus. It is strange, is it not, 
that this gay city of balls and routs, of Mysick Krewe Carnival and Twelfth Night 
Revels, should be so indifferent to the embellishment of its public grounds and 
unrivaled avenues. 
 
Times Picayune - January 31, 1872 - Paris Pavilion circus 
 Another large crowd of citizens attended the performance of Dan Rice's 
celebrated circus at Congo Square last night. The interesting features connected 
with this exhibition, justly make it one of the most attractive places of 
amusement in the city. The equestrian talent is unexceptional, and the trained 
horses which 'old Dan' exhibits with so much pride are rare curiosities that do 
not fail to elicit the warmest admiration. The circus will remain at Congo Square 
to night, and tomorrow move up to Tivoh Circle, where it will remain for several 
days, giving matinee and night performances. 
 
New Orleans Bulletin - August 27, 1875 - Congo Square - A glance at other days. 
Congo Square thirty years ago. African dancing. 
 There are yet many who can recall the Sunday evenings dances of the 
Negroes and negresses at Congo Square before the war. It might be said these 
occasions smacked very much of state occasions to the little ones who, in 
company with their nurses, made this place a central resort of Sunday 
afternoons, and who with wondering little black eyes looked on, enjoying the 
thrumming of the banjo and the regular beating of the simple drums. 
 We are of the opinion that New Orleans enjoyed the monopoly of this 
peculiar fetish and traditional terpsichorean exhibition, for we have yet to learn 
that in any other of the southern States was it practiced. From 1908 down to 
about'50, every Sunday afternoon found gathered in the lower corner of Congo 
Square a group of Negroes, male and female, who, infatuated with the sport, 
visited the place regularly for the purpose of enjoying the exciting pleasures of 
dancing the "Bamboula." 
 The dance was doubtless an original African one, for the motions are still 
observable in Central Africa today. Most of the Negroes of Louisiana came from 
the Kraahis, a large nation, who live in stockades, and who were in their own 
country divided into, so as it were, tribes. 
 We had here the Minaha a proud and warlike race; the Congos, a 
treacherous, shrewd and relentless people; the Mandingos, a branch of the 
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Congos, and like them in disposition; the Gangas, named for the river on which 
they lived; the Hiboas, called by missionaries the "Owls," a sullen and 
intractable tribe, and the Foulas, the highest type, though but few were brought 
here. 
 Slave trade was abolished in 1807, and after the following year and the 
battle of Darien they were imported into the country only by British, Spanish, 
Portuguese, French and New England slavers, who, taking advantage of the long 
sea coast, ran up bayous and inlets with their cargoes. As late as 1835 cargoes 
were landed in this State successfully, and there are yet living some original 
Africans. 
 Their old habits, even under the enlightened effects of civilization, clung 
to them, and their children, many of them, learned the old customs of their 
mother country. Even today, in the Voodoo dance, this clinging to the past is 
observable. 
 Three o'clock of a Sunday afternoon, as we have said, was the festive 
occasion. Two sinewy darkies, one with a sort of banjo made from a Louisiana 
gourd, the other with a drum, would make the old square echo to their strange 
music. The drum was simply a small keg, with both heads knocked out, and 
covered with sheepskin. Six or eight Negro men with as many women would 
from in line and dance commence. 
 It was not what we today would call a dance. Everything that the dancer's 
ingenuity could devise to display an exuberance of sensuality was done, and it 
became merely an exhibition of low and extravagant tastes. Swinging the body 
to and fro, gradually increasing the motion with the music, the couples would in 
a few minutes excited, and in a frenzy frequently fall on the grass. 
 The dance was usually kept up till sunset. At this hour the old gens 
d'Armes would pass through the square and slipping into the group with "alons! 
li ete temps de vous zere; an avant" would end that day's carousal. 
 The day was not considered a perfect one unless the usual quantity of 
spruce beer, gingerbread and cocoanuts candy was had. Pralines of peanuts 
were always in demand, and many a calico skirt hid a sly bottle of taffia made 
from molasses- a sort of rum-snuggled in spite of the Gens d'Armes to stimulate 
the exhausted energies of the last representatives of the bachantes of ancient 
Greece. 
  
New Orleans Item - August 1, 1879 
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 The length of the grass in Place d'Armes, late Congo Square is much 
complained of by a "family" residing in that neighborhood. The grass should be 
cut, so as to make the Square as was intended, a playground for nurses and 
children. 
 
Times Picayune - October 12, 1879 - The Congo Dance. A glimpse of the old 
square of a Sunday afternoon sixty years ago.  
 The lazy tinkle of the bell on the car mules, the drowsy drumming of the 
cicandie (?) or the tall sycamore trees, and the green lint of sunlit grass 
trembling beneath the warm afternoons rays made Congo Square yesterday 
anything but a cool retreat. It is true that now and again some vagrant leaf 
would go sliding down the walk to the music of some passing puff or air, but 
these freaks would only make the uncomfortable heat all the more perceptible 
by contrast, and the little zephyrs that did skirt around the corner seemed to 
have stopped in for some  time at the bakers shop on Rampart Street to get 
warmed up. One or two nurses trundled along dilapidated baby carriages in the 
shadow of the tall trees, but their step was listless, and they looked as if 
existence was to them as great a struggle as was poor Mrs. Dombey's 'effort.' 
Sixty years ago on a Sunday afternoon, Congo Square would present a very 
different appearance, and as the boys who then sported on the green are 
getting fewer and fewer every day, it is well worth the while to get from those 
with us a picture of this old landmark of our city for those who come after us. 
The fact is New Orleans has never had full justice done to her, and there are 
hundreds of interesting places-interesting from a wealth of old associations 
connected with them-that are, comparatively streaking almost unknown. The 
square takes its name, as is well known, from the Congo Negroes who used to 
perform their dance on its sward every Sunday. They were a curious people, and 
brought over with them this remnant of their African jungles. In Louisiana there 
were six different tribes of Negroes, named after the section of country from 
which they came, and their representatives could be seen on the square. Their 
teeth flied and their checks still bearing the tattoo marks. The majority of our 
city Negroes came from the Kraels, a tribe who dwell in stockades. We had here 
the Minahs, a proud, dignited, warlike race; the Congos, a treacherous shrewd, 
relentless people; the Mandringus, a branch of the Congos; the Gangas, named 
after the river of that name, from which they had been taken; the Hiboaas, 
called by the missionaries the "Owls," a sulllen, intractable tribe, and the 
Foulas, the highest type of the African, with but few representatives here. The 
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slave trade, which had been abolished in 1807, was still keep up until as late as 
1845, by cruisers which ran up the bayous and lagoons abounding on our coast, 
as safely deposited their cargoes at appointed places. Bayou Barataria was a 
regular thoroughfare for this trade. 
 These were the people that one would meet on the square about 1816 
and 17. It was a gala occasion, these Sundays in those years, and not less than 
two or three thousand people would congregate there to see the dusky dancers. 
A low fence enclosed the square and on each street there was a little gate and 
turnstile. There were no trees there then, and the ground was worn bare by the 
feet of the people. About three o'clock the Negroes began to gather, each 
nation taking their places in different parts of the square. The Minahs would not 
dance near the Congos, nor the Mandringos near the Ganges. Presently the 
music would strike up, and the parties would prepare for the sport. Each set had 
its own orchestra. The instruments were a peculiar kind of banjo, made of a 
Louisiana gourd, several drums made of a gum stump dug out, with a sheepskin 
head, and beaten with the fingers, and two jawbones of a horse, which when 
shaken would rattle the loose teeth, keeping time with the drums. About eight 
Negroes, four male and four female, would make a set, and generally they were 
but scantily clad. It took some little time began the tapping of the drums would 
arouse the dull and sluggish dancers, but when the point of excitement came, 
nothing can faithfully portray the wild and frenzied motions they would go 
through. Backward and forward, this way and that, now together and now 
apart, every motion intended to convey the most sensual ideas. As the dance 
progressed the drums were thrummed faster, the contortions became more 
grotesque until sometimes in frenzy the women and men would fall fainting to 
the ground. All this was going on with a dense crowd looking on and with a hot 
sum pouring its torrid rays on the infatuated actors of this curious ballet.  
 After one set had become fatigued they would drop out to be replaced by 
others and then stroll off to the groups of some other tribe in a different portion 
of the square. Then it was that trouble would commence and a regular set-to 
with short sticks followed between the men and broken heads ended the day's 
entertainment. On the sidewalks around the square, the old Negresses with 
their spruce beer and pralines of peanuts, cocoanuts and popcorn, did a thriving 
trade, and now and then beneath petticoats bottles of talla, a kind of Louisiana 
rum, peeped out, of which the gendarmes were oblivious. When the sun went 
down a stream of people poured out of the turnstiles, and the gendarmes 
walking through the square would order the dispersion of the Negroes, and by 
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gun-fire, at 9 o'clock, the place was well-nigh deserted. These dances were kept 
up until about 1819, but not later, subsequently, however, the descendants of 
the original Africans got up an imitation, but it could not compare to the weird 
orgie or their progenitors. Since those old iron railing has been placed around 
the square and trees planted, the traditions of the past still cling to the place. 
The tom-toms have long since been laid away, and the old filled teeth darkies 
have nearly all gone with them; but in the ruminative old Negress keeping the 
flies off her modest stock of cocoanut candy and gingerbread, one can see the 
type of the envious Congoes. 
 
Eugene City Guard - December 6, 1879 - An old New Orleans slave dance. From 
the Times Picayune. 
 Congo Square takes its name, as is well known from the Congo Negroes, 
who used to perform their dance on its sward every Sunday. They were a 
curious people and brought over with them this remnant of their African 
jungles. In Louisiana there were six different tribes of Negroes, named after the 
section of country from which they came, and their representatives could be 
seen on the Square, their teeth filed and their cheeks still bearing tattoo marks. 
The majority of our city Negroes came from the Kraels, a numerous tribe, who 
dwell in stockades. We had here the Minahs, a proud, dignified, warlike race; 
the Congos, a treacherous, shrewd, relentless people; the Mandringas, a branch 
of the Congos; the Gangas, named after the river of that name from which they 
had been taken; the Hiboas, called by the missionaries the "Owls," a sullen, 
intractable tribe; and the Foulas, the highest type of the African, with but few 
representatives here.  
 These were the people that one would meet on the square about 1816. It 
was a gala occasion, these Sunday in those years, and not less than 2000 or 3000 
people would congregate there to see the dusky dancers. A low fence enclosed 
the square, and on each street there was a little gate and turnstile. There were 
no trees then, and the ground was worn bare by the feet of the people. About 3 
o'clock the Negroes began to gather, each nation taking their place in different 
parts of the square. The Minahs would not dance near the Gangas. Presently the 
music would strike up and the parties would prepare for the sport. Each set had 
its own orchestra. The instruments were a peculiar kind of a banjo, made of a 
Louisiana gourd, several drums made of a gum stump dug out, with a sheepskin 
head, and beaten with  the fingers, and two jawbones of a horse, which when 
shaken would rattle the loose teeth, keeping time with the drums. About eight 
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Negroes, four male and four female, would make a set, and generally they were 
but scantily clad. It took some little time before the tapping of the drums would          
arouse the dull and sluggish dancers, but when the point of excitement came, 
nothing can faithfully portray the wild and frenzied motions they would go 
through. Backward and forward, this way and that, now together and now 
apart, every motion intended to convey the most sensual ideas. As the dance 
progressed the drums were thrummed faster, the contortions became more 
grotesque, until sometimes frenzy the women and men would fall fainting to 
the ground. All this was going on with a dense crowd looking on, and with a hot 
sun pouring its torrid rays on the infatuated actors of this curious ballet. After 
one set had become fatigued, they would drop out to be replaced by other and 
then stroll off to the groups of some other tribe in a different portion of the 
square. Then it was that trouble would commence, and a regular set-to with 
short sticks followed between the men, and broken heads ended the day's 
entertainment. One the sidewalk around the square the old Negresses with 
their spruce beer and peanuts, cocoanuts and popcorn, did a thriving trade, and 
now and then beneath petticoats, bottles of taffia, a kind of Louisiana rum, 
peeped out, of which the gendarmes were oblivious. When the sun went down 
a stream of people poured out of the turnstiles, and the gendarmes, walking 
through the square, would order the dispersion of the Negroes and by gun-fire 
at 9 o'clock, the place was well-nigh deserted. These dances were kept up until 
about 19819. Subsequently the descendants of the original Africans got up an 
imitation, but it could not compare to the weird orgie of their progenitors. 
                                                                                           
New Orleans Item - March 6, 1881 - Dan Rice's Circuses 
 Tonight this great show will give their last entertainment at Congo 
Square. A grand performance is promised for the last night n the square. 
Tomorrow at noon there will be a matinee at the Ogden Park, better known as 
the Delachaise Grounds, where Dan Rice will pitch his tent for the benefit of the 
people in the sixth District. 
 
New Orleans Item - April 9, 1881 
 The outdoor Congo Square gospel meeting of the Evangelist, Mr. Haskell, 
and his Free Gospel Mission choir of young ladies are a success.  
 
Times Picayune - February 25, 1893 - a "Place Beauregard" 
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The city of New Orleans, while blest with man natural advantages, is also 
reasonably well supplied with public squares and parks-lungs, or places for 
respiration, promenading, or lounging. Bienville, the father of New Orleans, laid 
out the Place d'Armes, in front of the cathedral, which, more than a century 
later, was converted by Mme. Pontalba into a bower of roses and exotics, and 
since ornamented with an equestrian statue of the defender of New Orleans. 
The Place d'Armes was removed in the rear to Congo Square named by the city 
in honor of Humboldt. 
 Alexander Von Humboldt, a naturalist scientist, was considered, by his 
contemporaries the most famous man in the world after Napoleon.  He was a 
major figure in the classical period of physical geography. He was the first person 
to describe the phenomenon and cause of  human induced climate change. 
 
Marble Hill Press - August 13, 1896 - Race Prejudice in New Orleans 
 The Negroes of New Orleans, who number 75,000 about one-fourth of the 
whole population, have filed petitions with the several railroads to provide 
them with some park or picnic grounds where they can go of an evenings. The 
public parks are legally open to them, but the race prejudice is so strong that 
very few venture to go there. For the past few years Spanish Fort, where 
General Jackson entered New Orleans, has been their chief resort; but this 
summer it was thrown open to the whites, and consequently closed to the 
colored people. "Little Woods" has followed suit, and the Negroes have now 
nowhere to go. They point out that even in slavery days they had their special 
park set apart for them by the whites, and which still bears the name of "Congo 
Square." It has been rechristened Place D'A'rmes and Beauregard Place, but    all 
is vain. It is still Congo Square, in spite of all the city ordinances, and the fact 
that the Congo Negroes were crowded out a half-century ago. One of the 
railroads and some of the leading Negroes are now looking for a quiet, secluded 
spot that can be used as colored "Coney Island. 
 
New Orleans Item - August 31, 1902 - Beauregard Square 
 This old place, formerly known as Congo Square and later as the Place 
d'Armes, contains 2.40 acres and was originally the site of Fort St. Ferdinand, 
one of the original five forts erected in 1798 around the city by Baron de 
Carondelet, the Spanish governor, which were destroyed after the American 
occupation. For many years it was the favorite drill ground of the militia and 
also was used for balloon ascensions and exhibitions of fireworks and also for 
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bull fights. In the corner nearest St. Claude Street the Negroes assembled on 
Sunday afternoons and to the music of a drum, made of a hide stretched over a 
barrel head and the rattling of a bone on the teeth of a mule's jawbone, danced 
the dances they brought over from Congo, in Africa, hence the place was 
familiarly known as "Congo Square." The park improvement fever reached that 
neighborhood and soon Fazende, Raines and other enterprising citizens had the 
iron fence down, walks laid out, a fountain built and the place made attractive. 
The introduction of a fire alarm system with its 9 o'clock bell took the place of 
the nightly gun fire signal which had for years been fired from Congo Square 
after the gun had been removed from Jackson Square. 
 
Evening Star, D.C. - March 22, 1909 
 Notwithstanding the Negroes of education and the light of the gospel in 
this, the twentieth century, voodoo rites are still practiced in New Orleans, as 
they are in Haiti and Santo Domingo. The Congo Square, or "Place des Negroes," 
used to be the scene of repulative rites and ceremonies until Gen. Butler 
captured the city and suppressed serpent worship. Sunday evening was the 
great holiday of the Negro population in slave days, and they used to assemble 
in this square by the thousands to dance the '"Bamboula," the "Calinda" and 
other fantastic figures. On a Sunday evening Congo Square presented a most 
picturesque scene up till 9 o'clock, when a vesper cannon was fired as a signal 
for them to return to their homes. The serpent worship occurred later and 
secretly, when the colored devotees, both slaves and free, would steal away 
from their houses at midnight. Voodoorites and serpent worship are said to 
have been brought to New Orleans from Haiti and Santo Domingo, and the term 
voodoo, which has been converted into hoodoo in the north, as a corruption of 
the Haitian word "randaes," (?) within means corruption with the spirits of 
darkness 
S 
Times Picayune - November 13, 1910 - Congo Square now Beauregard Square 
 Long, long ago, before the city spread 
    Across the ramparts, far about the town, 
 Was Congo Square, famed for many sights, 
    Which caused it to enjoy quite strange renown. 
 For here, when Spanish rule did flourish high, 
    Were bloody bull fights fierce held on this ground; 
 There rode the heroes in their glory clad, 
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    While cries of triumph loudly did resound. 
 When France again had claimed her own from Spain, 
    When slavery, with its evil deeds, held sway, 
 The awful voodoos oft danced in the square 
    Mid shades of night until dawn of day. 
 In secret places were their charms there hid, 
    With which to work from friends their fearful spell' 
 For superstition filled the place with dread, 
    and in its shadows their dark queen did dwell. 
 And e'en it is said somewhere within the park 
    A strangler had his strange abode quite long, 
 Who kill'd his victims in the stilly night, 
    And buried them in pits to hide his wrong. 
 And now the bull fights, voodoos, are no more, 
    The strangler's but a myth of distant past; 
 The Square in modern beauty stands in pride, 
    Where soothing shade its graceful trees now cast. 
 The rush of cars has chased away its ghosts, 
    The sound of traffic drowns the voodoos' song; 
 While birds and flowers breathe enchantment there, 
    And sunshine leads one i its walks along 
      Rixford J. Lincoln 
  
Times Picayune - April 3, 1911 - April 3, 1911 
 One can hardly resize the facts here told by Colonel Cressy, in 1834, thus 
proving how "the old order changeth," leaving scarcely a vestige of it in our day. 
We cop verbatim: 
 "The lower order of colored people and Negroes, bond and free, assemble 
i great numbers in Congo Square on every Sunday afternoon, in good weather, 
to enjoy themselves in their own peculiar manner. 
 "Groups of fifties and hundreds may be seen in different sections of the 
square with banjos, tomtoms, violins, jawbones, triangles and various other 
instruments from which harsh or dulcet sounds may be extracted, and a variety, 
indeed, of queer, geotactic, fantastic, strange and merry dancers are to be seen, 
to amuse and astonish, interest and excite the outside barbarians' unskilled in 
African manners and customs. The dancers are most fancifully dressed, with 
fringes, shells, ribbons, little bells and balls, jingling and flirting about the 
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performers' legs and arms, who sing a second or counter to the music most 
sweetly, for all Africans have music in their souls, and in all their movements 
and gyrations the most perfect time is kept, making the best with the fest, 
heads or hands as correctly as a well-regulated metronome. Every stranger 
should visit Congo Square once at least, and, my word for it, no one will ever 
regret or forgot it. The gayeties continue till sunset, and at the 'gunfire' the 
whole crowd dispersed, disappear, and the noise and hilarity are heard and 
seen no more until the next blessed Dimanche." 
  
Times Picayune - October 26, 1917 _- Orleans inspires ballet. Ottokar Bartik of 
Metropolitan Opera is ere getting "atmosphere." 
 New Orleans is to have the honor of furnishing the inspiration and the 
setting for the first American ballet, which will be produced during the second 
week of January at the Metropolitan Opera, New York. The Metropolitan ballet 
master, Ottekar Bartik, is in New Orleans for a few days to get the proper 
atmosphere and spirit for the production, of which he is the author. 
 The theme was suggested by the old  custom of the slaves gathering in 
Congo Square on Sunday evenings to dance and enjoy their day of freedom. 
Rosina Galli, the premier danseuse, will take the role of a quadroon girl, Mr. 
Bartik dancing opposite her as a slave. 
 Mr. Bartik may take with him on his return to New York several "before 
the war" darkies for use in the production. The title of the ballet is The Dance of 
the Place Congo. The music is by Gilbert. 
 
New Orleans Item - October 28, 1917 - "Congo Square Dance" to be staged by 
Metropolitan Opera co. 
 Seeking "local color" for the ballet, "The Dance of the Congo Square" 
Ottokar Bartik is in New Orleans. 
 He's the ballet master of the Metropolitan Opera House in New York, it is 
said, has staged more big productions than any other man in the country. 
 Press notices have been sent broadcast within the last two months by the 
Metropolitan Opera Company, announcing the ballet that is expected to 
interpret scenes in the slave days of 1835 when mammies, plantation workers, 
servants and their children gathered in what is now the Beauregard Square in 
Rampart Street. 
 More than 150 persons will be in the "Dance of the Congo Square 
according to Monsieur Bartik. Elaborate, costly scenery for the production is to 
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be built. A bit of "local color" will be live alligators, real palms and Spanish 
moss, and aged New Orleans Negroes taken to New York City only to sit around 
the stage to give the "proper tone or atmosphere." 
 "I will open the ballet with special music for our great orchestra, 
composed of old Southern Negro melodies," explained Monsieur Bartik. "The 
curtain will rise and show the Congo Square. There will be a great crowd of 
Negroes in their quaint, gaudy costume. The Negro praline vendor will be there. 
The slave block-I am trying to get the one from the old St. Louis Hotel-will be in 
the same spot as in the old days. The principal character will be a beautiful 
mulatto who is in love with a hard-working honest, young slave. Their love is 
threatened by a big brute of a Negro hated by everyone of the Congo Square. 
The Negro is the 'bully' and forces the girl to accept his attentions and dance 
with him. In disgust, while she dances with him and as he tries to kiss her, she 
stabs him. The whole square dances over joy that the 'bully' is dead." 
 "But what do you do with the body?" a reporter interrupted. 
 "I have not decided. I will either throw him in the river or the canal 
nearby, or- O, that will all be worked out." 
 Monsieur Bartik Thursday called on Dr. J. Moore Soniat in an effort to be 
introduced to several Creole families and to get if possible stories of habits and 
customs of the Negro servants before the war. 
 He will be here several days before returning to New York City. The ballet 
is to be produced in January. 
 
New York Tribune - March 17, 1918 - The dance of the slaves 
 The dances of the black slaves in New Orleans a hundred years ago 
undoubt retained much of the character as they did relics of the names of the 
native African dances. Neither Mr. Bartik nor any chorographer would dare to 
reproduce them on a polite stage. They were apparently without exception 
grossly indecent and lascivious. Mr. Cable does not venture into technical 
details, but contents himself with picturesque generalities. "A sudden frenzy 
seizes the musicians. The measure quickens, the swaying, attitudinizing crowd 
starts into extra activity, the female voices grow sharp and staccato, and 
suddenly the dance is the furious Bamboula. Now for the frantic leaps! Now for 
frenzy! Another pair are in the ring! The man wears a belt of little bells, or, as a 
substitute, little tin vials of shot, 'bram-bram sonnetti!' And still another couple 
enter the circle. What wild, what terrible delight. The ecstasy rises to madness; 
one-two-three of the dancers fall- bloucoutoum! boum!-with foam on their lips 
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and are dragged out by arms and legs from under the tumultuous feet of 
crowding newcomers. The musicians know no fatigue; still the dance rages on. 
  
Times Picayune - April 7, 1918 - "Dance de la Place Congo" is coupled with 
Premiere of Cadman's' "Shanewis." 
 In its policy of producing Native American operas-at somewhat rare 
intervals- the Metropolitan Opera of New York has just put on a two-act lyric 
work by Cadman and a one-act ballet by H. F. Gilbert. Cadman, already widely 
known as a composer of pleasing Indian songs and the author of one Indian 
opera, has adapted a quasi Indian subject for this new composition. "Shanewis," 
which seems to have met popular and critical approval. 
 Mr. Gilbert's ballet, while less successful in general estimation, is of 
special interest to new Orleans since its theme is, n name and intention at least, 
connected with the Crescent City. The old Place Congo used by George W. Cable 
in one of his stories, offers the slave and semi-savage locale of the dance and 
setting is said to be picturesque, although remote from any trace of New 
Orleans realism. Of the premiere of the ballet Musical America prints the 
following, which we reprint "as is," without correcting one or two obvious 
errors in municipal geography and history. 

"The Dance in Place Congo" 
 In considering Henry Gilbert's "Dance in Place Congo" it is very necessary 
to introduce the topic with something of an apologia for the gifted Boston 
composer. The work as visualized on the Metropolitan stage appears, according 
to a sufficiently open secret, to be something quite alien to Mr. Gilbert's own 
conception. Alterations and inventions of various sorts have, it would appear, so 
obscured the composer's purpose that charges against the choreographic 
proceedings cannot be laid heavily against him. As music, the work is powerful, 
variegated, large conception, largely executed. As a terpsichorean spectacle it 
has animation, picturequeness and color to commend it. But as a complete and 
rounded art product it is so vague and so deficient in apparent aim that the 
spectator is to a large extent perplexed with regard to the precise propose of 
the thing. 
 Mr. Gilbert wrote the work originally as a symphonic poem. One finished 
he found it dramatic enough for stage presentation. He devised a scenario 
based upon descriptions by George W. Cable, which concerned the riotous 
dances in the now obliterated Place Congo on the outskirts of New Orleans-
dances and doings in which Negroes, half-breeds, Indians, Spaniards, Creoles 
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and adventurers of all kinds joined and which culminated in outbursts of 
barbaric emotion and all that could be associated with such emotion. The fame 
of these revels spread and gentlefolk came to look on-presumably at a safe 
distance. Ottowar Bartik, under whose supervision the piece was produced, 
made modifications in the original scenario. The story, as it now stands, tells of 
the beautiful quadroon, Aurore. She is beloved by Remon, but another suitor, 
Numa, seeks to obtain her for himself. He consults a Voodoo fortune teller, who 
prophesies his death. As the jealous Numa is about to assail Remon the nine 
o'clock bell, calling the slaves to their quarters, rings. Numa rushes at Remon 
and Aurore stabs him. But the curtain falls on a scene of tragic foreboding as a 
slave driver appears with uplifted whip to cow the gathering multitude of 
blacks. 
 Even with a previous knowledge of these facts in mind it was difficult last 
week to discover what the whole business on the stage was about, so 
effectively was the original tale veiled in its present enactment. The audience 
found pleasure, it is true, in the motley crew on the stage, the Negroes, 
quadroons, mulattos, Creoles, the watermelon devouring pickaninnies, the 
slave-drivers, the southern planters and others' who might have stepped out of 
the pages of "Uncle Tom's Cabin." And the scenery, with its background of 
lagoon and bayou with the distant spires of New Orleans showing through the 
cypresses, while pigeons and an imposing flamingo worked overtime fling back 
and forth, offered a sight to be admired. But the dances and the various and 
sundry orgiastic and fleshly happenings were carried out in a style all the more 
Italian as it sought to be Negro. But for their complexions and costumes the 
revelers might have been Neapolitans. Indeed, they were Neapolitans or 
Sicilians with a thin veneer of Louisiana camouflage. The characteristic Negro 
walks, steps, hip-swayings and other corporeal undulations conveyed precious 
little illusion of the real thing. Miss Galli as Aurore, Mr. Bonfiglio as Remon and 
Mr. Bartik as Numa looked picturesque. But they were not of New Orleans or of 
any place within many weary leagues of it. 
 Interest centered after all in the gorgeous music of Mr. Gilbert. Its 
picturesque quality, its force, its variety of rhythm, color, harmonic and melodic 
effect raise it to a much higher plane than his scintillant "Comedy 
Overture,"Five Creole themes"-one of them the "Bamboula" which Coleridge 
Taylor used, though with a difference-form the thematic substance of the work, 
which is freely developed, but stoutly built in form, magnificent in 
orchestration, extremely advanced in harmonic, modulatory and instrumental 
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device. And the emotional range of this music is far-reaching. It has a tragic, 
fatalistic, passionate quality, by turns languorous, brutal, exhilarating, crude, 
sensuous or obviously vulgar. But always it pulsates, and ceaselessly shimmers 
or burns with vivid tints. The tremendous exuberance, the cutting accents, the 
striking employment of syncopations stamp on the work remarkably faithful 
ethnographic features. A rare interpretative racial document, truly! Mr. 
Monteaux, who conducted, grasped tolerably well the savage spirit of the hotly 
pulsing and richly designed creation. 
 
Times Picayune - March 31, 1922 - An Inquiry 
 To settle differences of opinion, will you kindly state whether Beauregard 
Square (formerly Congo Square) is properly dedicated by the city as a public 
square or whether it is property donated by an individual, with the strict proviso 
that the property should always and forever be a public square 
 The controversy arose, when the question of an auditorium was being 
discussed. 
 Sometime ago, Mr. Sullivan in an interview with one of your reporters, 
suggested this very same square as a suitable site for the auditorium. In this 
opinion I fully concur, if the commission Council could. (legally) appropriate the 
square for the auditorium, which shall only be built (as it should be) when the 
people will have voted it to be municipally owned. 
 
New Orleans State - September 14, 1924- Beauregard Square once Congo 
Square 
 Beauregard Square in Rampart Street, a short distance from the Old 
Basin, now a beautiful place with green lawn, trees and flowers, has an 
interesting history. It was formerly known as "Congo Square" and got that name 
from the African slaves who congregated there in the early days of the city and 
danced their weird "voo-doo' dances. George W. Cable described the square in 
one of his stories of "Old Creole Days." it required many years for the people in 
that section of the city to get used to the new name, Beauregard Square. 
 
Times Picayune - February 16,   1928 - Beauregard Square once Voodoo center 
 Beauregard Square once known as "Congo Square" for years was the 
scene of wild orgies by Negroes who assembled there for their festivals and 
voodoo rites. Slaves, half-breeds, Indians, and the jetsam of Latin peoples, 
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comprised the subjects of the "voodoo" queen. Bull fights were also staged in 
the square while the Spanish controlled New Orleans. 
 
Times Picayune - July 18, 1926 - The taunting melodies of Creole songs 
 Every Sunday afternoon the Bamboula dancers were summoned to a 
wood yard on Dumaine Street by a sort of drum roll, made by rattling the ends 
of two great bones upon the head of a empty cask, and I remember that the 
male dancers fastened bits of tinkling metal or tin rattles about their ankles, like 
those strings of copper gris-gris worn by the Negroes of the Soudan. 
 The "Calinda," according to Lafeadio Hearn, who saw it in the Antilles, 
was a sort of war dance wherein the chief of the tribe would call upon his 
followers, the entire gathering joining him in a series of convulsive gyrations to 
the accompaniment of a war   drum and other primitive musical instruments. 
However, in the Place Congo, the "Calinda" was of a more harmless nature, 
frequently danced to the air of "Michie Preval," the negresses in their bright 
"foulards" and variegated "tignons" awaiting the signals of their swarthy 
partners, "Danse Calinda, bou doum, bou douom!" 
 Then later the famed "Bamboula" would begin, the singers making all 
manner of weird noises while the dancers would reach such a state of frenzy as 
to fall to the ground exhausted, amid the clamorous shouts of "Bamboula! 
Bamboula!" 
 
New Orleans State - May 13, 1928 - Jungle Frolics were familiar sight in Ante-
Bellum Days. 
 Congo Square, now known as Beauregard Square now the subject of 
controversy because of the proposed erection thereupon of the new municipal 
auditorium, with its weird dances of the slaves fresh out of Africa, is described 
in an old newspaper article found among the scrap books in the possession of 
the Louisiana State Museum in the Cabildo Says the article (October 12, 1879): 
 
The Congo Dance. A glimpse of the old square of a Sunday afternoon sixty years 
ago. 
 "The lazy tinkle of the bell on the car mules, the drowsy, drumming of the 
cicadae on the tall sycamore trees, and the green flat of the sunlit grass 
trembling beneath the afternoon's rays made Congo Square yesterday anything 
but a cool retreat. It is true that now and again some vagrant leaf would go 
sliding down the walk to the music of some passing puff of air, but these freaks 
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would only make the uncomfortable heat all the more perceptible by contrast, 
and the little zephyrs that did skirt around the corner seemed to have stopped 
in for some time the baker's shop on Rampart Street to get warmed up. One or 
two nurses trundled along dilapidated baby carriages in the shadows of the tall 
trees, but their steps were listless, and they looked as if existence were as great 
a struggle to them as was poor Mr. Bombey's effort. Sixty years ago on a Sunday 
afternoon Congo Square would present a different appearance, and as the boys 
who then sported on the green are getting fewer and fewer every day, it is well 
worth the while to get from those with us the picture of this old landmark of 
our city for those who come after us. The fact is New Orleans has never had full 
justice done her, and there are hundreds of interesting places-interesting from a 
wealth of old associations connected with them-that are, comparatively 
speaking, unknown. 

Named for Negroes 
 

 "The square takes its name, as is well known, from the Congo Negroes 
who used to perform their dance on its asward every Sunday. They were a 
curious people and brought over with them this remnant of the African jungles. 
In Louisiana there were six different tribes of Negroes named after the section 
of the country from which they came, and their representatives could be seen 
on the square, their teeth filed and their cheeks still bearing tattoo marks. The 
majority of our city Negroes came from the Kraels, a numerous tribe who dwell 
in stockades. We had the Minahs, a proud, dignified, warlike race; the Congoes, 
a treacherous shrewd, relentless people. The Mandringas, a branch of the 
Congoes, the Gungas, named after their river of that name, from which they had 
been taken; The Hibeas, called by their missionaries, owls, a sullen, intractable 
race; and the Foula, the highest type of African, with but few representatives 
here. The slave trade, which had been abolished in 1807, was still kept up as 
late as 1845 by cruisers which ran up the bayous and lagoons abounding on our 
coast as safely deposited their cargoes at the appointed places. Bayou Barataria 
was a regular thoroughfare for this trade. 
 "These were the people one would meet on the square about 1817 or 
1818. It was a gala occasion, these Sundays in those years and not less than two 
or three thousand people would congregate there to see the dusky dancers. A 
low fence enclosed the square and on each side of the street there was a little 
gate and turnstile. There were no trees there then, and the ground was worn 
bare by the beet of the people. 
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Banjo made of Ground 

 "About three o'clock the Negroes began to gather, each nation take its 
place in a different part in the square. The Manabs would not dance near the 
Congoes,  nor the Madringas near the Gungas. Presently the music would strike 
up, and the parties would prepare for the sport. Each set had its own orchestra. 
The instruments were a peculiar kind of banjo, made of the Louisiana gourd 
several drums made of a gum stump dug out, with a sheepskin head, and 
beaten with the fingers and two jawbones of a horse, which when shaken 
would rattle the loose teeth, keep time with the drums. 
 About eight Negroes, four male and female, would make a set and 
generally they were scantily clad. It took some little time before the tapping of 
the drums would arouse the dullard sluggish dancers, but when the point of 
excitement came, nothing can faithfully portray the wild and frenzied motions 
they would go through. Backward and forward, this way and that, now 
together, now apart, and every motion intended to convey the most sensual 
ideas. As the dance progressed the drums thrummed faster, the contortions 
became more grotesque until sometime in a frenzy the women ..... 
 (ending of article not given) 
 
Times Picayune - February 21, 1936 - Congo Square 
 Congo Square was set aside in 1723 as a place where the Negro slaves had 
their bit of recreation. Weird echoes of boisterous voodoo rite still impinge 
against the ears of modern New Orleans. 
 
Times Picayune - February 21, 1936 - Romance? 
 That man of New Orleans legends have to do with her Negro population is 
understandable, since word of mouth has always risen above written records 
with this people. Of such like are the stories of voodoo rites on Congo Square 
now known as Beauregard Square at Rampart and St. Peter Streets. 
 
Times Picayune - February 21, 1936 - Congo Square 
 Congo Square was set aside in 1723 as a place where the Negro slaves had 
their bit of recreation. Weird echoes of boisterous voodoo rites still impinge 
against the ears of modern New Orleans. 
 
Times Picayune - August 11, 1940 
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 Congo Square was given to the city by Claude Treme, at which time it 
faced the ruins of the old fortifications built by Carondelet. Originally it was 
called circus Square because Senor Cayetano long ago used the site for a 
menagerie, with clowns, horsemen and other circus features. It became known 
as Congo Square in ante-bellum times, when Negro slaves gathered here on 
Sundays by the thousands for a day of singing, playing and relaxation, at which 
time tables would be set up with food and drink, including coffee and la bierre 
du pays. 
 Congo Square had lost the flavor of those old carefree days by 1874 when 
Jacob Schoen &  Son inaugurated the famous creed of one standard of service, 
the highest, to all regardless of financial circumstance. 
 
Times Picayune  - August 11, 1940 
 Congo Square was given by the city by Claude Treme, at which time it 
faced the ruins of the old fortifications built by Carondelet. Originally it was 
called Circus Square because Senor Cayetano long ago used the site for a 
menagerie, with clowns, horsemen and other circus features. 
 

 
 

Times Picayune - April 15, 1945 
 And it starts with the new-born pop concerts to rebuild an old tradition, 
in Beauregard Square home of a very old tradition. Once it was Congo Square. 
Here Negro slaves sang, danced and frolicked until the curfew cannon's roar 
sent them scurrying back to the masters' homes, unless they had a military pass. 
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 Like the legend of the heyday of the French Opera here, the legends of 
the "Calinda" and the "Bamboula,” those African dances, and the tom-tom beat 
of the ancient music, throbs through New Orleans yet. 
 
Times Picayune - June 3, 1947 - Letter to editor 
 The suggestion that an opera house be built in front of the auditorium, 
facing North Rampart Street, is out of the question. No doubt when Mr. Poche 
made that suggestion he did not take into consideration as destroying Jackson 
Square. There is hardly a book written about New Orleans which does not 
mention historic Beauregard "Congo" Square. All tourists - visiting New Orleans 
make their pilgrimage to Congo Square. 
 
Times Picayune - January 2, 1949 
 Congo Square or Circus Place, patronized only by Negroes, had overgrown 
walks, pitted and uneven sod and neglected, fine old trees. From it the old blue 
walls of the parish prison, in Orleans Street, with its innumerable windows, 
queer gables and oddly constructed towers, were plainly seen. Circuses 
sometimes exhibited in the square under canvass awnings. 
  
Times Picayune - August 27, 1949 - Jazz on "Congo Square" 
 Tuesday night beings the final concert of the interesting New Orleans Jazz 
club series, in "pops" style, on Beauregard Square, experiment which many 
hope will have proved successful enough to repeat next season. 
 The series has been interesting not only because of its concentrated 
production of the form of jazz which signalizes New Orleans - dating to the 
earlier part of the century - but because the locale is the same where African 
rhythms and beats, forming its basic patterns, were introduced with improvised 
"new world" instruments many scores of years before. This realization of the 
part that old Congo Square must have played in the evolution of jazz seems to 
have dawned upon its historians only in recent years. 
 It is known that Congo Square was the one and only Negro playground, 
slave and free, and that among its entertainers were musicians equipped with 
gourds, hollow logs, bones and various contrivances reminiscent of "spasm 
band" paraphernalia of ore recent vintage. Reason says that it was here and in 
this mode that the beat of Africa imposed itself upon the musical consciousness 
of New Orleans. Contemporary literature will be searched in vain, we think, 
however, for any direct reference to rhythmic diver gence from the 
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conventional. European fabric such as to identify more closely the "Congo" with 
the "modern" jazz. 
 
Times Picayune - January 7, 1951 
 At a meeting at the St. Louis Hotel, initiated by the Mayor and Recorders 
and others, a movement was launched to erect a monument to Gen. Andrew 
Jackson on the Place d'Armes. It embraced changing the latter's name to 
Jackson Square making Congo Square the Place d' Armes; and raising fund on a 
statewide basis. 
 
Times Picayune - November 28, 1963 - Quarter panel against plans. Resolution 
raps Beauregard Square change 
 The Louisiana council for the Vieux Carre adopted the following resolution 
at a meeting at Gallier Hall: 
 "Whereas certain member organizations of the Louisiana council for the 
Vieux Carre have called public attention to the threat to sadly alter historic 
Beauregard Square on N. Rampart St. between St. Peter and St. Ann Sts. at the 
edge of the Vieux Carre: and: 
 "Whereas this square is a place of interest to all tourists and is included in 
tour routes; 
 Therefore be it resolved, that although it is beyond its jurisdiction, the 
Louisiana Council for the Vieux Carre declares its sympathy with the efforts to 
prevent destruction of Beauregard Square and urges its members to take action 
in the matter." 
 
Times Picayune - November 10, 1963 
 Beauregard Square, hallowed by many memories, has existed from the 
city's early days as a major historical section, the resolution point out. It is the 
site of two colonial forts-French and Spanish. It became the celebrated   Congo 
Square where experts declare that New Orleans world-famed jazz had its birth, 
and it eventually took the name of Louisiana's great confederate general, Pierre 
Gustave Toulant Beauregard, who made his home a number of times in the 
Vieux Carre. 
 
Times Picayune - February 11, 1968 
  There were public dances in Congo Square on Sunday afternoons-the 
Bamboula and the Calinda. The dancers did not wear the same clothes they 
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were in the real rituals. They were clad in castoffs from their masters and 
mistresses. 
 When things got too noisy in Congo Square the Voodoo culturist were 
outlawed from the city, and moved to a Wishing Spot out on Bayou St. John. 
 
Advocate (Baton Rouge) - December 31, 1967 
 The actual place in New Orleans where Jazz is said to have begun still 
exists. It was called Congo Square then, but now is known as Beauregard 
Square. In the early 18th century, slaves were permitted to dance in Congo 
Square and as African rhythms gradually blended with European harmonics, and 
European instruments came into use, Jazz evolved. 
 
Times Picayune - April 16, 1968 - Jazz most prominent of city's musical genre. 
 There can e no exact date of jazz's birth, nor can its precise source be 
determined. Some believe that jazz began in Congo Square where the primitive 
rhythms of African ancestors were practiced with religious fervor. Congo Square 
now called Beauregard Square on which the Municipal Auditorium stands at 
North Rampart and Orleans Streets, was the gathering place of the slaves. There 
they played and sang, accompanied by the haunting beats of tom-toms and 
engaged in Voodoo rituals until such activities were forbidden by city decree in 
1843. 
 
Times Picayune - August 24, 1969 - New Orleans flashback 
 Deemed worthy of consideration was the proposition emanating from a 
large number of our German fellow citizens to erect a monument to the 
memory of Humboldt in the square, popularly known as Congo Square though 
its real name was Place d'Armes, on the condition that the council would change 
its name to "Humboldt Square." Jackson Square it was remembered                
was called Place de' Armes until the statue of Jackson was erected, and then its 
name was transferred to Congo Square. 
 This was the rendezvous of New Orleans slaves gathered to perform tribal 
dances with strange names (Bamboula, Calinda)-names that snacked of 
Dahomey, Guinea and Senegal. Music was provided by such primitive 
instruments as "tam-tams," bamboulas, the semi-dried jawbone of an ass and a 
crudely formed banjo. Turned on by the drums and music, the slaves stomped 
and chanted their songs in a Creole patois. A festive affair, it was always full of 
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tumult, animation and hilarity. Refreshment vendors, on the sidewalks, peddled 
lemonade, biere douce (ginger beer) and estomac mulatre (ginger cakes). 
 At dusk the crowd dispersed to return to their masters. Wander back, the 
slaves sang: "bonsoir danse, soleil couche!' (goodnight dance, the sun goes to 
sleep!") 
 The Congo Square slave socials were discontinued during the Civil War 
but were resumed after its termination and lasted as a part of the New Orleans 
scene until Emancipation Days. 
 Before this place was Congo Square it was Circus Square site of visiting 
carnivals, and before that, it was ceremonial ground of Oumas Indians. Today, in 
this Space-and-Super Bowl age, it is Beauregard Square, a city block on North 
Rampart Street in front of the Municipal Auditorium. 
 Beauregard Square and the auditorium site are hallowed grounds in the 
history of jazz. This spring, traditional New Orleans jazz will have really come 
full circle for a revitalized Jazz Festival is being staged on the very site where jazz 
had its genesis. 

Profound Influence 
 

 The Congo Square soirees were still in progress when Buddy Bolden, early 
jazz pioneer, was yet a teenager. Their primitive "sol" flavor had profound 
influence on Bolden who is credited with playing the first "hot blues." In 1894 
he and Charlie Galloway parlayed several of the then-popular street songs and 
blues into compositions for a small instrumental group that was the first band 
to perform the music which eventually became jazz. 
 The blues grew out of slave chants like those heard in Congo Square in 
grassroots work songs heard on riverfront and plantation, sugar cane and cotton 
field and in spirituals sung at churches and funerals. Later they were modified 
by the more classical music of the "gens de couleur libre," freed men of color 
who absorbed not only French and Spanish surnames but the entire Creole 
culture as well.... The time was the early 19th Century, the place, New Orleans, 
and the occasion, the weekly slave dance in Congo Square. 
 This was the rendezvous of New Orleans slaves gathered to perform tribal 
dances with strange names (Bamboula, Calinda)-names that snacked of 
Dahomey, Guinea and Senegal. Music was provided by such primitive 
instruments as "tam-tams," Bamboula, the semi-dried jawbone of an ass and a 
crudely formed banjo. 
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 Turned on by the drums and music, the slaves stomped and chanted their 
songs.... 
   
Times Picayune - October 28, 1973 
 The square contains a quiet fountain and several benches, upon which 
elderly residents of the neighborhood doze in the afternoon sun. 
 It is hard to imagine that this peaceful setting was once the scene of 
noisy, abandoned revelries conducted in the early 1800s by the slaves in the city 
each Sunday afternoon. Known then as "Congo Square," this area was beaten 
bare and hard by the stomping and pounding of hundred s of dark feet as the 
slaves twirled and leaped to the sensuous music which accompanied their 
special dances - "The Bamboula," "The Conujaille" and "The Calinda." 
 Until the Americans arrived in New Orleans about 1800, the Negro slaves 
under the French and Spanish had been allowed little or no freedom of 
movement or recreation. But soon after the Louisiana Purchase, the American 
authorities began to allow the slaves to gather for dancing, and they quickly 
took over the large open space at Rampart and Orleans, which had earlier been 
used by Indians as a place of celebration for corn feasts. When the slaves began 
to gather there, the place became known as Place des Negroes, later as Congo 
Plains and then as Congo Square until after the Civil War, when it was changed 
to Beauregard Square in honor of Gen. P. G. T. Beauregard of the Confederate 
Army, who was born near New Orleans. 
 The slave dances were held under strict police supervision, and many 
white citizens came to enjoy the spectacle, bringing visitors to the city with 
them. According to written accounts, it was an exciting scene; the slaves wore 
bright-colored clothing, and hawkers wandered through the crowds, selling 
Ginger beer, pies, lemonade and ginger cakes. Music was provided by Jew's 
harps, gourds filled with pebbles or grains of corn, wooden horns, banjos, and 
all types of drums, including small ones called 'Bamboula," made of casks and 
pounded by beef bones. 
 Cable wrote that the men dancers, wearing belts of tiny bells around their 
waists and ankles, began to swing and bow as the music started. Soon, they 
were stomping their feet, beating their fists against their chests and slapping 
their open palms against their thighs. Then the women, curtsying and clapping 
their hands, joined them. Together, the slaves began to sing loudly as they 
leaped and pranced about in time to the music. 
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 Soon the dancing grew wild and frantic. Some dancers collapsed and were 
dragged to one side. The remaining men and women swayed and chanted, eyes 
closed, bodies writhing to the sensual music. 
 "The contortions of the encircling crowd were strange and terrible," 
wrote Cable, "and the din was hideous tignon, long gold earrings and usually a 
blue dress, was the regal, haughty, enigmatic and thoroughly captivating Marie 
Laveau.  
 
Times Picayune - June 23, 1974 
 Fearful of a New Orleans insurrection similar to the one which took place 
in St. Domingue, the Municipal council of 1817 issued an ordinance forbidding 
slaves to gather except on Sundays and only in areas designated by the mayor. 
This area was Congo Square. 
 However, the real rites of the Voodoos were never held in Congo Square, 
they were celebrated along Bayou St. John and the shores of Lake 
Pontchartrain. 
 
Times Picayune - November 14, 1981  
 Back when the Normals ruled the New Orleans circuit (two long years 
ago) pogoing and mangling were common extracurricular activities for hundreds 
of young music followers in this area. Both were done in fun, and like any other 
style of dancing, were a matter of fashion above all else. Since the days of 
Congo Square frenetic dancing has been an escape value for the citizens of New 
Orleans. 
 
Advocate (Baton Rouge) - August 15, 1982 
 There's a beautiful square in New Orleans which through the years has 
been known by many names. Separating the Municipal auditorium from 
Rampart Street, the square is now part of Armstrong Park, dedicated to the 
memory of the beloved Satchmo," Louis Armstrong. 
 It is no coincidence that this square is part of a park honoring Armstrong. 
The square was once called Congo Square and in it New Orleans slaves would 
gather for a weekly rendezvous. Tribal dances were performed to the sounds of 
primitive instruments. It is here that jazz, Armstrong's great musical trademark, 
had its origins.   
 Long before slaves arrived in Louisiana the Congo Square site was the 
scene of Indian tribal ceremonies and visiting carnivals in early New Orleans 
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performed her, and the place became known as Circus Square. But it was as a 
gathering place for the slave society of New Orleans that the square became 
historically famous. On the night of the weekly gathering the square would be 
alive with the sights and sounds of eerie music and chants while refreshment 
peddlers hawked their drinks and snacks. At dusk, all returned to their 
respective masters who allowed the slaves to attend this most important 
weekly event. 
 The site was later renamed Beauregard Square. With the creation of 
Armstrong Park, the square was outfitted with intriguing fountains that have 
since become a popular recreational spot for area children. Thousands of lights 
twinkling overhead in the square many oak trees give the park a fantasy-like 
night-time look. 
 
State Times Advocate - September 15, 1991 - Taking it out of the drums in Congo 
Square. 
 Moisture hung on the air, clung to lush foliage and glistened on the 
foreheads of the small group that was letting it all hang out as they beat intently 
on African drums. An African village? A Hollywood setting? 
 The setting was Congo Square in Louis Armstrong Park in New Orleans, 
but it could just as easily have been a tribal gathering somewhere in Africa.... 
 And 200 years ago (and earlier), the square was a gathering place where 
hundreds of slaves beat on gourds, wood blocks and drums with hands and 
sticks while bodies danced to the beat. Congo Square is the spot most 
mentioned in discussions about the origins of jazz. 
 
State Times Advocate -  October 17, 1990 
 Voodoo rituals and dances were performed openly in New Orleans' Congo 
Square (now called Beauregard Square and the ceremonies became a popular 
tourist attraction - a precursor to the jazz for which Congo Square later became 
famous. The more exotic rituals, however were held in secret on the shores of 
Lake Pontchartrain during this most vibrant period in voodoo history. 
 

Excerpts from Books 
 
Congo Square - Matt Sakakeeny - Tulane University 
 In Louisiana's French and Spanish colonial era of the  18th century, slaves 
were permitted to gather and sell goods every Sunday in a grassy field on the 
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outskirts of the French quarter that later became known as Congo Square. 
There, they played music and danced in the form of a ring shout, with small 
groups of instrumentalists, singers, and dancers arranging themselves into a 
circle surrounding a rotating cast of dancers. Because this tradition was allowed 
to continue until the 1840s, after the city became part of the United States, 
historians and musicologists have pointed to the Congo Square dances as crucial 
to the establishment of Africanized cultural traditions in New Orleans. 
 Musicologist Samuel Floyd locates "all of the defining elements of black 
music" in the ring shout, including "Call-and-Response devices, additive rhythms 
and polyrhythms...timbral distortions of various kinds, musical individually 
within collectivity...and the metronomic foundational pulse that underlies all 
Afro-American music." The most detailed account of Congo Square, from a 1918 
journal entry by Architect Benjamin Henry Latrobe, makes reference to several 
of these characteristics. The many drummers, whose sound Latrobe compared 
to "Horses tramping on a wooden floor" were likely creating the complex 
polyrhythms that characterize ritual drumming in West Africa and the Americas. 
While one group of women was "responding to the song of their leader" in call-
and-response fashion. Others were "walking by way of dancing, round the music 
in the center," creating what Floyd would recognize "an activity in which music 
and dance commingled, merged, and fused to become a single distinctive 
cultural ritual. 
 The slave dances in Congo Square provided a formidable basis for the 
development of the city as an epicenter of African American music, while also 
communicating to the fascinated crowds on the square's perimeter. The only 
accounts of the dances were written by white spectators, and the most popular 
image associated with the dances, the drawing by E.W. Kemble, was illustrated 
in 1868, long after the dances ended, by someone who had never attended 
Congo Square is then not only an important side for African cultural retentions 
and the future of American music. It also teaches us about race relations and 
myth making through music. 
 
Journal of Latrobe 
 Street and approaching the common, I heard a most extraordinary noise, 
which I supposed to proceed from some horse-mill, the horses tramping on a 
wooden floor. I found however, on emerging from the house to the common 
that I proceeded from a crowd of 5 or 6 hundred people, assembled in an open 
space or public square. I went to the spot and crowded near enough to see the 
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performance. All those who were engaged in the business seemed to be black. I 
did not observe a dozen yellow faces. They were formed into circular groups, in 
the midst of four of which that I examined (but there were more of them) was a 
ring, the largest not ten feet in diameter. In the first were two women dancing. 
They held each a coarse handkerchief, extending by the corners, in their hands, 
and set to each other in a miserably dull and slow figure. Hardly moving their 
feet or bodies. The music consisted of two drums and a stringed instrument. An 
old man sat astride of a cylindrical drum, about a foot in diameter, and beat it 
with incredible quickness with the edge of his hands and fingers. The other 
drum was an open-staved thing held between the knees and beaten in the same 
manner. They made an incredible noise. The most curious instrument, however, 
was a stringed instrument, which no doubt was imported from Africa. On the 
top of the finger board was the rude figure of a man sitting posture, and two 
pegs behind him to which the strings were fasted. The body was a calabash. It 
was played upon by a very little old man, apparently 80 or 90 years old. The 
woman squalled out a burden to the playing. At intervals, consisting of two 
notes, as the Negroes working in our cities respond to the song of their leader. 
Most of the circles contained the same sort of dances. One was larger, in which 
a ring of a dozen women walked, by way of dancing, round the music n the 
center. But the instruments were of different construction. One which the color 
of the wood seemed newly consisting of a black cut into something of the form 
of a cricket bat, with a long and deep mortise down the center. This thing made 
a considerable noise, being beaten lustily on the side by a short stick. In the 
same orchestra was a square drum, look like a stool, which made an 
abominable, loud noise; also a calabash with a round hole in it, the hole 
studded with brass nails, which was beaten by a woman with two short sticks. A 
man sung an uncouth song to the dancing, which I suppose was in some African 
language, for it was not French and the women screamed a detestable burden 
on one note. The allowed amusement of Sunday have, it seems, perpetuated 
here those of Africa among its former inhabitants. I have never seen anything 
more brutally savage and at the same time dull and stupid, than this whole 
exhibition. Containing my walk about a mile along the canal, and returning after 
sunset near the same spot, the noise was still heard. There was not the least 
disorder among the crowd, nor do I learn, on inquiry, that these weekly 
meetings of the Negroes have ever produced any mischief.   
 

New Orleans Catholic Funerals 
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 The parade of funerals is still a thing which is peculiar to New Orleans, 
among all the American cities. I have twice met, accidentally, a funeral. They 
were both of colored people; for the coffin was carried by men of that race, and 
none but Negroes and quadroons followed it. First marched a man in a military 
uniform with a drawn sword. Then came three boys in surplices, with pointed 
capes, two carrying staves with candle sticks in the form of urns at the top and 
the third, in the center, a large silver cross, at some distance behind came 
Father Anthony and another priest, who seemed very merry at the ceremony of 
yesterday, and were engaged in loud and cheerful conversation at some 
distance came the coffin. It was carried by four well-dressed black men, and to it 
were attached six white ribbons about two yards in length, the ends of which 
were held by six colored girls, very well dressed in white, with long veils. A 
crowd of colored people followed confusedly, many of whom carried candles 
lighted. I stood upon a step till the whole had passed and counted 69 candles. 
 In going home to my lodging this evening, about sunset, I encountered a 
crowd of at least 200 Negroes, men and women-who were following a corpse to 
the cemetery. Of the women one-half, at least, carried candles; and as the 
evening began to dark, the effect was very striking, for all the women, and man 
of the men, were dressed in pure white. The funerals are so numerous here or 
their occupy so much of every afternoon, in consequence of their being almost 
all of them, performed by the same set of priests, proceeding from the same 
Parish church, that they excite hardly any attention. But this was so numerous 
attended that I was tempted to follow it and, getting just in a line with the 
priests I entered the churchyard with them and placed myself close to the grave. 
The grave was about three feet deep, of which 18 inches were filled with water. 
It had been dug in a mass of earth and bones which formed a little hillock by its 
side. Ten or twelve skulls were piled up upon the heap, which looked more like 
a heap of sticks, so numerous were the ribs and thigh bones that partly 
composed it. As soon as the priests, who were five in number, had entered the 
cemetery, preceded by three boys carrying the usual pair of urns and a crucifix 
on staves, they began their chant, lazily enough and continued it till they arrived 
at the grave. The coffin was then brought and immediately let down. It swam 
like a boat in water. The priest began his prayers. In the meantime a great 
crowd of women pressed closer to the grave, making very loud lamentations. At 
a particular passage the grave digger, who was a little gray-haired negro, naked, 
excepting as to a pair of ragged, short breeches, threw a shove full of earth 
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upon the coffin, and at the same instant one of the Negro woman, who seemed 
more particularly affected, threw herself into the gave upon the coffin, and 
partly fell into the water, as the coffin swam to one side. 
 
African American Registry - Congo Square, the Soul of New Orleans 
 Congo Square is celebrated on this date's Registry from 1817. It is the 
informal name for an open area in the southern corner of Louis Armstrong 
Memorial Park in New Orleans, Louisiana. 
 Officially named Beauregard Square and Congo Plains, the site is paved 
with cobblestones and has large oaks and ornaments. The site has remained an 
open meeting area since the establishment of the city in 1718. Before 1800, 
Black slaves gathered on Sunday afternoons in the open field just outside the 
city walls on the edge of the Treme Plantation. Blacks, both enslaved and free, 
used the space to market goods, socialize, and participate in drumming, music 
and dance. 
 The community helped maintain a musical heritage and social cohesion in 
the African community in 1817, the City Council of New Orleans passed 
legislation allowing African slaves meetings for dancing on Sunday. These 
meetings would take place in a public location chosen by the mayor, which was 
Congo Square.  
 The primary instrument for the cultural music expression was a long 
narrow African drum. It came in various sized from three to eight feet long and 
had previously been banned in the south by whites. Other instruments used 
were the triangle, a jawbone, and early ancestor to the banjo. Many types of 
dances were performed in Congo Square, including the "Flat-footed-shuffle" 
and the "Bamboula." 
 The locals and a growing list of visitors to the city also went there to listen 
to Black music and to dance. One of the most reasonable explanations for the 
spiritual symmetry between West Africa and the city of New Orleans at that 
time was that it was a Catholic colony. Catholicism's acceptance of a variety of 
saints and spirits was a major factor in the religion's ability to both embrace and 
assimilate African spiritually. According to Bruce Raeburn, the curator of the 
Hogan Jazz Archive at Tulane University: "There is a greater ease that is made 
possible between African regions and Catholicism. The iconography of the 
Catholic faith is not stark, but rather, it's loud and in its own way colorful. It 
lends itself to the kinds of additions that we find in African spirituality. 
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 So a less restricted attitude towards other religions that existed in New 
Orleans allowed for African retentions. The music and the spirituality inherent 
to it, which developed out of Congo Square, exemplified this. Congo Square 
represents an Africanized approach to music and culture. As time went by, the 
music of New Orleans spread throughout the country because of the travels of 
such early jazz musicians as Louis Armstrong, Sydney Bechet, Jelly Roll Morton, 
Mahalia Jackson and others. The music continued to thrive in New Orleans, 
permeating every aspect of people's lives in the Crescent City. The use of this 
area declined in the 1840s and ended by the beginning of the Civil War. 
  
 In his book Sidney Bechet wrote: "Down at the bottom of it-inside it, 
where it starts and gets into itself-down there it had the same thing there is at 
the bottom of ragtime. It was already born and making in the music they played 
at Congo Square. Sundays when the slaves would meet-that was their free day-
he beat out rhythms on the drums at the square-Congo Square they called it. At 
nine o'clock in slavery days the music and dancing at the square ended with a 
cannon shot, fired above the sounds of the instruments and the drumming feet. 
It was time to go "home.' Time to cease remembering time to be a slave again." 
 "Sunday when the slaves would meet-that was their free day-he (Bechet's 
grandfather) beat out rhythms on drums at the Square-Congo Square they 
called it-and they'd all be gathered there around him. Everyone loved him. They 
waited for him to start things; dances, shouts, moods even. Anything he wanted 
to do, he'd led them.  His name was Omar." 
 
Bechet also wrote about Sunday morning for the slaves:  
 But Sunday morning it was different. He'd wake up and start to be a slave 
and then maybe someone would tell him: "Hell, no. Today's Sunday, man. It 
ain't Monday and it ain't Tuesday; Today's free day." And then he'd hear drums 
from the square. First one drum, then another one answering it. Then a lot of 
drums. Then a voice, one voice. And then a refrain, a lot of voices joining and 
coming into each other. And all of it having to be heard. The music being born 
right inside itself, not knowing how it was getting to be music, one thing being 
responsible for another. Improvisation. That's what it was. It was primitive and 
it was crude, but down at the bottom of it-inside it, where it starts and gets into 
itself-down there it had the same thing there is at the bottom of ragtime. It was 
already born and making in the music they played at Congo Square. 
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 And that square, in a way of speaking, it was my grandfather's square. He 
never had to hear it from a distance, because he was always ahead of the music 
there. It was there in his mind even before he got to the square and began 
performing it. It was his drum, his voice, his dancing. And people had to come, 
they couldn't move away from it. It was all the people, the masters too. 
 Another thing about this Congo Square-sometimes it was used for a 
selling block. The masters would come there to buy and sell their slaves." 
 
 A description of dancing in Congo Square in Thomas Brothers book on 
Armstrong states: 
 "From Louisiana comes through often in descriptions of slave dancing. 
From Louisiana in 1833 there is a report on "Congo dancers 'striking their thighs 
and their hands in time. A description from Jamaica in 1774 attends to female 
hips: "the execution of this wriggle, keeping exact time with the music, is 
esteemed among them a particular excellence, and on this account they begin 
to practice it so early in life, that few are without it in their ordinary walking.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
 
The World That Made New Orleans by Ned Sublette 
 Congo Square is the sacred ground in the history of African America and 
legendary cornerstone of black New Orleans music. There is much myth and 
legend about New Orleans, but Congo Square was a real place. It was the only 
place in the antebellum United States where enslaved African Americans were 
allowed to hold public gatherings to dance, play ancestral drums, and sing n 
ancestral languages, albeit under police supervision. Those Sunday dances must 
have been avant-garde, if you will: a site not only of memory and tradition, but 
also of culturally encrypted communication, and a laboratory where a new 
musical and lyrical vocabulary evolved.... 
 Slaves in Louisiana generally had Sunday for themselves, and many of 
those living in the vicinity went to New Orleans to sell the products of their 
labor, work to earn money, purchase necessities at stores that eagerly sought 
their business, and generally enjoy themselves (And dance in Congo Square.) 
 Was the bishop speaking of the main market at the Plaza de A'rmes, or 
the market commons at the more familiar location of Congo Square at Rampart 
and Orleans Streets? It's not clear. In the Spanish years, there would have been 
no reason for black dancing to have been restricted to one spot, as it later 
would be under the Anglo-Americans. There are eyewitness accounts of dancing 
on the levees. There was probably dancing wherever there was a market, 
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dancing on the docks, dancing everywhere, like there was (and still is) in Cuba. 
None of which takes away from the importance of that spot across Rampart 
Street today remembered by the English name of Congo Square. 
 The slaves' gathering in New Orleans were repeatedly noted by travelers. 
To see that many slaves assembling in public (albeit under the watchful eye of 
soldiers), let alone on Sunday, stood in sharp contrast to the southern Untied 
States. "There may nowhere assemble more than 7 male Negro slaves," wrote 
Johann Schopf of his travels through Charleston in 1784. "Their dances and 
other assembles must stop at 10 o'clock in the evening." 
 Congo Square occupies a central place in the popular memory and 
imagination of New Orleans....we have some knowledge of the instruments that 
were played n Congo Square. 
  There is a mention of Place Congo in a 1786 letter by "auxiliary Bishop 
Cyrillo Sieni, known in English as Cyril of Barcelona. A Spanish Capuchin friar, 
known for his rigidity, he denounced "the wicked custom of the Negroes, who, 
at the hour of Vespers, assemble in a green expanse called Place Congo to dance 
the Bamboula and perform hideous gyrations." 
 It is possible that several hundred people drumming, dancing, and singing 
across what is now Rampart Street would have disturbed vespers in the 
cathedral, six blocks over on the other side of town. But is seems more likely 
that the bishop was speaking of dances at the market right by the cathedral.... 
 Christian Schultz, a traveler who witnessed the Congo Square dances in 
1808 descibes: 
 "Twenty different dancing groups of the wretched Africans, collected 
together to perform their worship after the manner of their country. They have 
their own national music, consisting for the most part of a long kind of narrow 
drum of various sizes, from two to eight feet n length, three or   four of which 
make a band. The principal dancers or leaders are dressed  in a variety of wild 
and savage fashions, always ornamented with a number of tails of the smaller 
wild beats...These amusements continue until sunset, when one or two of the 
city patrols  show themselves with their cutlasses, and the crowd immediately 
disperse. 
 Schultz saw the dance at Congo Square as worship, correctly identifying 
the spiritual component of the music and dance, though I have never heard 
people in Africa religion speak of 'worship.'... 
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 When we talk about Congo Square we can assume that African religions 
were being practiced, or referred there. Whether voodoo or something else-and 
black New Orleans as a whole was buzzing with them. 
 The variety of sounds at Congo Square was commented on by James 
Creesy who, visiting fifteen years after Latrobe's description and more favorably 
disposed to the experience, saw "banjos, tom-toms, violins, jawbones, triangles 
and various other instruments. harmony was present he noted that dancers 
"sing a second or counter to the music most sweetly," and observed that "in all 
the dancers movements, gyrations and attitudinizing exhibitions, the most 
perfect time is kept, making the beats with the feet, head, or hands, or all, as 
correctly as a well-regulated metronome."  
 Congo Square may have looked like it was nothing but a party, but to play 
a hand drum in 1918 in the United States, where overt manifestation of 
Africanness had elsewhere been so thoroughly, deliberately erased, was a 
tremendous act of will. Memory and resistance. Thomas Nuttall, who visited the 
city in 1820, observed on Sunday afternoon "the Negroes assemble in the 
suburbs of the city, and amuse themselves by dancing...." 
 The meetings at Congo Square must have been rich with all kinds of coded 
meaning. One could even red into them a kind of sonic marronage; the drums 
were a way slaves cold escape, if only for a few hours. The jams at Congo Square 
were stopped in 1835, the apparently restarted for a time, but definitively shut 
down by 1851. That year, Congo Square - officially called Place Publique, for 
there was never any place officially called Congo Square-received the name o 
Place d'Armes, while the area formerly known as Place d'Armes was renamed 
Jackson Square, a name it retains to the present day. The former Congo Square 
became a site for military drill.... 
 We know a few things about the music at Congo Square, and we can 
make some educated guesses. We know there was a diversity of rhythms, 
styles, timbres, costume, and drums. As early as 1799 fifes and fiddles were 
used, writes Henry Kmen, "and in time banjos, triangles, Jew harps, and 
tambourines were added. We can be pretty sure the rhythm called habanera or 
tango was one of the rhythms being played.....  
 I would bet that in Latrobe's day, the drummer who sits on the drum 
marked the steps of a solo dancer as he does today all down the Antilles. There 
was likely some form of contradanse. Quite possibly, something like the pursuit 
and capture dance that in Cuba became 'gauguanco' was going on. We can 
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suppose that people sang to sprits, commented on their situation, and praised 
and insulted each other in verse. 
 
 Kmen writes: Observers tell of seeing jigs, fandangos, and Virginia 
breakdown in the square. 

 
Time Line 

Dancing from 1786 to 1864 
1718 - Plantation dances on plantations 
1723 - Oumas Indian's corn fest 
1723 - Congo Square set aside for Negro Gathering & dancing 
1724 - Code Noir 
1751 - Regulations forbade Negro assemble for an reason 
1760 - Fort built at Congo Square 
1786 - First mention of gathering of Negroes in Congo Square 
 Congo Square name is nickname 
1798 - Ft. Ferdinand  
1803 - Louisiana Purchase 
1807 - Slave trade abolished 
1816 - Circus in Congo Square 
1817 - Slave dancing restricted in New Orleans only to Congo Square  
1837- Canceled 
1845 - Dancing continued in Congo Square 
1851 - Dances shut down to 1855 (Named Place d'Armes) 
1861 - Political meeting in Congo Square  
1864 - Celebration of Emancipation 
1864 - Dancing ceased in Congo Square 
1965 - Meeting morning assignation of Lincoln 
1881 - Dan Rice Circus in Congo Square 
1884 - Improvements made to Congo Square 
1893 - Congo Square named Beauregard Square 
 The dances in Congo Square began around 1786 and at times was 
canceled and then revived until the middle 1850s. 
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Photos 
 

 
1819 

Ancestor of Banjo 
 
 
 

 
African Circle Dance 
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African Circle Dance 

 
Instrument seen by Latrobe in Congo Square 
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Bamboula - Gottschalk - 1844/45 

Piano performance 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mOYnuC6twfI
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The Bamboula - Samuel Coleridge Taylor - 1911 

Piano performance 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yjOq8HV6eBw
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Gottschalk's Bamboula Polka -  
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Orchestra Performance Samuel Coleridge Taylor Bamboula Rhapsodic Dance OP 75 

Synopsis of Gottschalk's Bamboula 

Intro- 12 bars  A8 - 8 bars   K1 - 8 bars 
A1 - 8 bars   F1 - 8 bars   K2 - Interlude - 4 bars 
A2 - 8 bars   F2  - 8 bars   L1 - 8 bars 
A3 - 8 bars   F3 - 8 bars   L2 - 8 bars 
A4 - 8 bars   F4 - 8 bars       Extension - 4 bars 
A5 - 4 bars (extension)    Interlude- 4 bars  M1 - 8 bars 
B1 - 8 bars   G1 - 8 bars   E3 - 8 bars 
B2 - 8 bars   G2 - 8 bars   E4 -- 8 bars 
C1 - 8 bars   G3 - 8 bars   E5 - 8 bars 
C2 - 8 bars       Extension - 2 bars A 10 - 8 bars 
    Interlude - 4 bars H1 - 8 bars   A11 - 8 bars 
A6 - 8 bars       Extension - 2 bars    Extension - 5 bars-Fine. 
A7 - 8 bars   A9 - 8 bars 
D1 - 8 bars       Interlude - 10 bars 
D2 - 8 bars   I1 - 8 bars 
E1 - 8 bars   J1 - 8 bars 
E2 - 8 bars   J2 - 8 bars 
    Interlude - 4 bars J3 - 8 bars 
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Synopsis of Taylors Bamboula 

Intro - 8 bars   F1  - 8 bars 
A - 8 bars    G - 8 bars    
B1 - 8 bars    C2 - 8 bars 
B2 - 8 bars       Interlude - 8 bars 
C1 - 8 bars    H - 8 bars 
    Interlude - 4 bars  I - 8 bars 
D - 8 bars    J1 - 8 bars 
E - 10 bars    J2 - 8 bars 
   Interlude - 4 bars 
G1 - 8 bars 
 
Gottschalk's Bamboula Polka 
 
A1 - 8  bars 
A2 - 8 bars 
B - 8 bars 
C - 8 bars 
D - 8 bars 
E - 8 bars 
A3 -8 bars 
A4 - 8 bars 

Extension - 3 bars
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Metairie Ridge: 

 

 

 Metairie Ridge was once a natural 3 foot ridge traversed by Native 
Americans and settled by the French. The area was swamp (later filled in) and 
farmland including a hog farm before a 1915 streetcar line tacked Metairie 
Ridge and became part of urban settlements.  The ridge followed the course of 
Bayou Metairie now mostly Metairie Road. During Antebellum times there was 
a horse race track there. In 1882 Fort Parapet was build there. On the 27th of 
February 1880 a duel took place there between Maj. E. A. Burke of the 
Democrat, and Maj. H. J. Hearsey of the States. The duel was fought with 
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pistols; distance, 10 paces. After firing two shots each, friends interposed, and 
the difficulty was adjusted. Metairie Ridge, like Congo Square, was a favorite 
gathering place for slaves to dance and sing. When only Congo Square was  
designated for slave gathering Metairie Ridge gatherings was stopped. Today 
the area includes Metairie Playground, Airline Village Shopping Center and Old 
Metairie Village Shopping Center. 

Newspaper Articles 

Daily Crescent  - June 5,  1849 
 in addition to the direction of the Mississippi River, we must also look at 
the course of the Metairie Ridge. If we start from Harlem Avenue, the Ridge 
runs for several hundred yards nearly parallel with the river, after running from 
the river, approaches it again until, near the upper line of Carrollton, it is not 
more than one or two hundred yards further from the Mississippi than at 
Harlem. 
 
The Freeman (Ohio) - March 16,  1850 
 An inspection of the map and profiles will show that new Orleans is 
situated in a valley, formed by the river bank on one side, and the Metairie 
Ridge on the other. The average depth of the valley is fifteen feet below the 
high water lie of the Mississippi; five feet below the crest of the Metairie Ridge, 
and about one foot above the ordinary high tides of Lake Pontchartrain. 
 
New Orleans Republican - May 10, 1868 
 Another mode of draining New Orleans has been suggested and may be 
worthy of consi9deration. Metairie Ridge is a strip of land extending from above 
the town of  Carrollton to a point below the city, about midway between the 
river and the lake. From the crown of this ridge the land stopes toward the river 
to a point or line of Hagan Avenue Canal, and the natural drainage is toward the 
river, while, on the other hand, the drainage of that portion lying between the 
river and Hagan Avenue Canal is from the river; consequently, all the drainage 
of that portion of the city lying between the river and the ridge finds its lowest 
point at Hagan Avenue Canal, and must be gotten rid of either by an outlet to 
the lake, or by pumping into the river. 
 
 There were a number duels fought on Metairie Ridge. Below is one example: 
 
Recorder-Tribune - February 5, 1880 
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 A duel took place on Metairie Ridge, near New Orleans' on the 27th, 
between Maj. E. A. burke of the Democrat, and Maj. H. J. Hearsey of the States. 
The duel was fought with pistols; distance, 10 paces. After firing two shots each, 
friends interposed, and the difficulty was adjusted. 
 
Griggs Courier - January 20, 1888 
 When I was in the army; during the winter of 1862 we were camped at 
the upper end of Metairie Ridge, some few miles back of Carrollton, La., and 
some seven or eight from New Orleans. toward Lake Pontchartrain there was an 
almost impassable cypress swamp and on the river side wet soughs. The ride 
was from a quarter to a half a mile in width and thickly settled.... 
 Just where our regiment was camped the ridge was divided by a bayou, 
and back of us, across this bayou, was camped probably a thousand 
contrabands. Te blacks were suffering from fevers and other sickness and  dying 
off very fast, although they were thoroughly acclimated under ordinary 
circumstances 
  

The Voodoo Tree in Congo Square 

The Sun (New York) August 09, 1891 - The Voodoo tree 
 There is a haunted tree in the romantic old plaza of Congo Square around 
whose scared and hallowed trunk it is said that the ghosts, of long dead Voodoo 
queens dance when the rain falls in the moonlight-but at no other time. Then 
they come down from the black stork clouds in the drops of rain, and their rites 
are lit by the witching brightness of Hecote, the goddess of witches. These are 
the ghosts. Yet not many years ago, before the white light of electric lamps 
dissipated the shadows of the Congo Square with a seemingly perpetual 
moonlight, there were wild dances about that same hollow tree, and there were 
weird phantasmagoria of hideous faces and impassioned forms showing 
beneath the fitful glare of foggy oil lamps. 
 No mere dramatic spot cold have been chosen by these wizards and 
witches for their nocturnal rites. The square itself is odorous of romance, of 
duels, and abductions, and of undiscovered deaths. A stone's throw away are 
the hoary walls of the historical parish prison, beyond is the aged Treme 
Market, to the left of the tree the black waters of the Old Basin with its 
crowding of dark vessels like a glimpse of Venice. Behind it the hold walls of the 
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venerable French cathedral, from whose deep-loud belfry comes ever and anon 
through the night the ominous ringing of the hours. 
 The story of the Voodoo tree is this: 
 Years ago, when the Voodoos were a power among the ignorant and 
superstitious denizens of the slums contiguous to Congo Square, there dwelt in 
a shanty; a certain Voodoo queen, who was known to her benighted followers 
as Zourinous. Zourinous was progressive; Zoaurinous was poor: Zourinous was 
ambitious; Zourinous was well qualified by an insidious and unscrupulous mind 
to gain that ascendancy over her ignorant followers which would give her not 
only fame, but riches. A peculiarly lean and angular form, a distorted and 
hideous face, and a wonderful strength and supernatural ability added to her 
intellectual capacities that palpable intrinsic superiority which goes so far in 
impressing the savage. 
 Zourinous advertised that she had charms of singular potency for the 
quieting of enemies; that human obstacles to success wee rapidly, affectively, 
and permanently removed, without loss of blood and without the possibility of 
police interference. 
 Her patrons were not few, but she wanted more.  The ceremonials must 
be more public. This would increase her popularity. Her popularity would 
necessarily increase her clientele. The increase of her clientele would be rapidly 
followed by a more plethoric condition of her exchequer. 
 One night Zourinous walked through Congo Square. As she passed a 
certain tree her attention was attracted by the peculiarly of a hollow in its side.  
The hollow was large, wide, and high enough for a tall man to stand on. Its 
shape was that of an Indian spear head. The quick perceptions of Zourinous 
immediately turned all of this to account.  
 She announced to her followers that in the smoke from her caldron of 
simmering fats and fetishes she had read that in the Congo Square there was a 
tree in which was a hollow, modeled after the fashion of the magic spear of a 
powerful wizard of the East. This would wonderfully augment the efficiency of 
her already preternatural magic. In future all of her charms and dances would 
take place after midnight around the tree. Thus instructed, subjects of her 
witchery came in the quiet of night to the Voodoo tree of Congo Square. 
Zourinous and her assistants were there before them. They had the tree already 
arranged. 
 In its hollow were deposited the feet of toads, the heads of chickens, the 
preserved toes of dead Negroes, and a great steaming tin bowl of stew 
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compounded of various disgusting and unsavory articles. The individual to be 
charmed was stood in the hollow tree. The Voodoo queen sat down in front of 
him, her oldest hag beat upon a tankard, and the rear of the crew joined hands 
and danced with horrible contortions of face and body around the enchanted 
tree. The person to be charmed before coming out placed beneath the bowl of 
stew the money which he owed the witches for their enchantment. these weird 
dances were kept up for a long while, and were eventually broken up by a 
drunken tar from a United States vessel anchored in the river. This individual 
ran afoul of the Voodoo tree in the midst of the festivities. The dance was 
stopped at his approach and the Voodoos, with horrible grimaces and yells, 
tried to drive him off.  
 But the fearless and intoxicated tar was not to been thus disposed of. He 
announced himself as a friend or an enemy, at the option of the witches. He 
added impressiveness to his remarks by the production of a terrifying marlin 
spike, and said that he would like to have a certain boatswain hoodooed for 
having used his influence to put him in the brig. Upon his producing a $10 bill he 
was told to enter the tree. This the tar immediately did, and, leaping down to 
place his donation below the bowl, he observed a number of other bills and a 
number of shining coins. "This is my prize," remarked the tar to himself, 
whereupon he rolled up his sleeves and took his trusty marlin spike in one hand 
and the dish of steaming stew in the other and sailed forth to defeat the enemy. 
Te excited Voodoos dancing around the tree were taken by surprise and 
completely routed. The tar opened the war by throwing the hot stew over the 
bedizened form of the queen, Zourinous. He then cracked the next dignitary in 
tower over the head with the bowl. The queen sped rapidly off and upon the 
jolly tar  making a terrific onslaught on the remainder of the crew, they followed 
the precedents seen by their superiors. The tar placed both his hands upon his 
hips and laughed loud and long. He then gathered the money from the tree, 
sheathed his marlin spike and fled to the nearest grog shop to get drunker 
 That ended the Voodoo dance in Congo Square. Zourinous was rich and 
did not care. This roost, having lost their leader, had not sufficient handibued to 
risk meeting another drunken sailor. 
 
New Orleans native Oscar Felix also talked of this tree: 
 "In the square was a big hollow tree. Two men could stand in it at the 
same time. Every Monday all the workers and the people who believed in and 
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followed Marie Laveau would come to this tree. They would bring money - 
never more than fifteen cents." 
 
Metropolitan Ballet on Congo Square - March 17, 1918 - The Dance in Congo 
Square, New Orleans-the place, the people and the music-Mr. Gilbert's score-
Instruments of the Africans-Some Creole Songs and also their Texts 
 When the announcement was made last autumn that a ballet called "The 
Dance of the Place Congo," with music by Henry F. Gilbert, was to be a feature 
of the season at the Metropolitan Opera House old memories were awakened 
in the mind of The Tribune's chronicler and reviewer of musical matters, and he 
indulged in some lively speculation as to what the music and the dancing would 
be like. The reason ought to have been obvious enough to readers of this 
journal. Only four years before a series of essays, descriptive, historical and 
analytical, had been published in the musical section of the paper for an entire 
summer, and in January of 915 they appeared in book form from the press of G. 
Schirmer under the title "Afro-American folk songs." But that was not the only 
reason why the writer's curiosity and interest were excited by the 
announcement. The title of the ballet indicated pretty plainly that the 
suggestion for it had come from an article which had been printed in "The 
Century Magazine" thirty-two years before, in which we had a modest and timid 
hand.  The author was George W. Cable, then in the earl flush of his career as a 
novelist, but soon to become one of the brilliant men, of American letters. 
When Mr. Cable visited New York in 1885 he brought with him a letter of 
introduction to The Tribune's music reviewer from Lafacio Hearn, who had been 
helpful to him in his studies of Creole folk-lore in New Orleans. The specific 
purpose of the letter was to bring about a collaboration on two essays, one on 
Creole songs, the other on Creole dances. "But," say Mr. Cable at the conclusion 
of an article, "The Dance in Place Congo," published in 1886, "under the many 
prior claims of the journalist's profession Mr. Krehbiel withdrew from the work, 
though not until he had furnished a number of instrumental accompaniments as 
well as the "Quill song" credited to him, and much valuable cooperation." 
Through the courtesy of Mr. Cable and the Century company the songs which 
illustrated the article, after sleeping in the back number of the magazine, came 
to light again in The Tribune and the book on Afro-American songs. it was only a 
natural surmise when Mr. Gatti-Casazza's announcement appeared last 
September that some of the melodies would provide material for Mr. Gilbert's 
ballet; and this proved to be the case when, through Mr. Gilbert's courtesy, we 
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were permitted to look at his music score. Mr. Gilbert, moreover, copied the 
principal melodies so that they might be presented in facsimile to the readers of 
The Tribune, as they now are on this page. To them and the dances with which 
they are or used to be associated we purpose to address ourselves with some 
particularity presently.  
 There can be no harm in saying here that Mr. Gilbert's score in no a series 
of dances such as we find in the ordinary operatic ballet, but a connected piece 
like a symphonic poem, fantasia or rhapsody in which original thematic material 
is interwoven with four folk tunes of Afro-American origin - more specifically 
melodies of songs created by Creole Negroes, or, as Mr. Cable explains in a 
footnote, of "the former slave race in the country of the Creoles." Mr. Gilbert is 
an enthusiastic musical folklorist, who has made use in others of his 
compositions of French, Irish and gypsy material, but has shown a particular 
predilection for the melodies created by the former black slaves of this country. 
A synchronic prologue to synge's "Riders to the Sea" has had a place on a 
programme of the Philharmonic society since his ballet was put on the 
Metropolitan Opera list. His first essay in the Afro-American line, we believe, 
was called "A Negro Episode," of which we know nothing. Then came a 
"Comedy Overture on Negro themes," which has had several performances in 
this city and elsewhere. A composition collateral lines is a                    
"Humoresque on Negro Minstrel tunes," after which came a "Negro rhapsody," 
which had its first performance at a festival of the Litchfield County Choral 
Union, at Norfolk, con. he may have written other pieces of like character, but if 
so we cannot recall them. As it is, he stands foremost among American 
composers as a worker of native material in the large orchestral forms. He has 
also made some use of tunes borrowed from the Indians, but has probably 
found them of little value.  
 Mr. Cable article which prompted the composition of Mr. Gilbert's music 
was entitled "The Dance in Place Congo." The locale thus designated seems to 
have been at the lower end of Orleans Street, which is the other direction 
terminated in the ancient Place d'Armes. Mr. Bartik, who visited New Orleans in 
search of suggestions for the scenic outfit of the ballet, was able to locate the 
old site, but found few if any remains of the old environment. At the time of the 
orgies described by Mr. Cable the Place Congo was the habitation of the lowest 
types of the old French city's inhabitants, it was the rendezvous of "the butcher 
and baker, the raftsman, the sailor, the quadroon, the painted girl and the 
Negro slave. No meaner name could be given to the spot. The Negro was the 
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most despised of human creatures and the Congo the plebeian among Negroes. 
The white man's plaza had the army and navy on its right and left, and court-
houses and council hall and the church at its back and the world before it. The 
black man's was outside the rear gate, the poisonous wilderness on three sides 
and the proud white man's contumely on its front. Before the city outgrew its 
flimsy palisade walls...it was known as Congo Plains. There was wide room for 
uch filed sport, and the Indian villagers of the town's outskirts and the lower 
class of white Creoles made it the ground of their wild ballgame of raguette. 
Sunday afternoons were the time for it. 
 The hour was the slave's term of momentary liberty, and his simple, 
savage, musical and superstitious nature dedicated it to amatory song and 
dance tinctured with his rude notions of supernatural influences."  
 Having thus described the scene of the dances, Mr. Cable tells us 
something of the dancers and the instruments employed in making the music, 
and his description prompts us to remind the readers of a fact that was 
enforced upon them in the essays on Afro-American music. Not all the slaves 
were Negroes- that is, people of the Negroid type. There were "tall, well-knit 
Senegalese, black or ebony, with intelligent, kindly eyes and long, straight, 
shapely noses; Mandingoes from the Gambia River, lighter of color, of cruder 
form and a cunning that shows in their countenance." Plainly all was fish that 
came into the slaver's net, for these Mandingoes were not savages, but "the 
merchants of Africa, dwelling in towns, industrious, thrifty, skilled in commerce 
and husbandry and expert in the working of metals, even to silver and gold." 
Nor were all of the slaves black. The Folaha had "a perceptible rose tint in their 
cheeks." There were fawny Awassas, Iboes, light colored as mulattoes, copper-
colored Agwas and many other besides who had been brought from the Congo 
coast. As for their dress, though it was scant as a rule, a cotton shirt and 
pantaloons generally in tatters, for the men, coarse chemise and petticoat for 
the women, but with a dash of color in the tignon-the gay kerchief twisted into 
a turban. House servants were better clad, especially the women who had met 
with favor in the eyes of the master. 
 Mr. Bartik therefore, has considerable license in the attiring of his 
dancers. 
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Musical Instruments of the Africans 
 

 The orchestra described by Mr. Cable is not large, but the information can 
be helped out by the descriptions of African travelers.  The drum predominated; 
for the drum, of many shapes and sizes, was and is the chief of all instruments 
among African races, in whom the rhythmical instinct is more strongly 
developed than is any other known peoples. The band of drums and iron bells 
which we heard at the World's Fair in Chicago, and described in The Tribune, 
was wonderful, and thrice wonderful the manner in which they were 
manipulated. Mr. Hearn in his delightful book "Two Years in the French West 
Indies" tells about the drumming in the African dances, which are still practiced 
on Sundays in Martinique. 'The Ka (Creole patois for quart) used to be made out 
of a hallowed log', but in these degenerate but, more comfortable times a barrel 
furnishes a good substitute. The heads removed, a greed hide is stretched over 
one end and permitted to dry. A string lightly drawn across the hide has bits of 
bamboo or the equille of large feathers fastened to it to act like the snare of the 
small military drum. Pere Lubut describes two kinds of drums used in the 
dances, one made of a hallowed tree stem three or four feet long and fifteen or 
sixteen inches in diameter, and one of the same length, but only a little more 
than half the diameter. The latter was called Bamboula. We shall presently 
meet a variation of the name in the description of a dance. Mr. Hearn's account 
of how it was played is worth quoting: 
 "The skillful player that (ba tambouve) America which traces its origin to 
Africa. 
 

The Dances of the Slaves 
 

 The dances of the black slaves in New Orleans a hundred years ago no 
doubt retained much of the character as they did relics of the names of the 
native African dances. Neither Mr. Bartik nor any choreographer would dare to 
reproduce them on a polite stage. They were apparently without exception 
grossly indecent and lascivious. Mr. Cable does not venture into technical 
details, but contents himself with picturesque generalities. "A sudden frenzy 
seizes the musicians. The measure quickens, the swaying attitudinizing crowd 
stood into extra activity, the female voices grow sharp and staccato, and 
suddenly the dance is the furious Bamboula. Now for the frantic leaps! Now for 
Frenzy! Another pair are in the ring. The man wears a belt of little bells, or, as a 
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substitute, little tin vials of shot, 'bram-bram sonetti' And still another couple 
enter the circle. What wild, what terrible delight! The ecstasy rises to madness; 
one-two-three of the dancers fall- bloucoutoum! boum!-with foam on their lips 
and are dragged out by arms and legs from under the tumultuous feet of 
crowding newcomers. The musicians know no fatigue; still the dance rages on"  
 "Quand patate in cults na va mangh it." And to that one nonsense line 
meaning only" 
 "What that tater's cooked don't you eat it up!" 
 Of course, Mr. Cable's meaning is that when the potato is cooked the 
darkies do eat it up! H:e is speaking of the music of No 1 of Mr. Gilbert's 
illustrations. The tune comes from the West Indies, and the name Bamboula is 
supposed to have been derived from the drum made of a length of bamboo, as 
had already been suggested. It has already figured in artistic music. Gottschalk 
arranged it for pianoforte; so did Coleridge Taylor, to whom it was sent with 
other specimens of America slave music, by this  writer. Mr. Taylor also used it 
as the thereof his Rhapsody for Orchestra," which was performed first at a 
Norfolk (Conn.) festival in 1913, and afterward in New York. 
 Mister Banjo (No. 2) is also suggestive of the Bamboula, thought we have 
preferred to look upon it as an example of satire, though not a malevolent one. 
Mr. Cable translation of the text is as follows: 
 "Look  at that darky, there, Mister Banjo. doesn't he put on airs? Hat 
cock'd on one side, Mister Banjo, Walking stick in hand, Mister Banjo, Boots that 
go "crank, crank." Mister Banjo. Look at that darky, there, Mister Banjo, Doesn't 
he put on airs?" 
 Words and melody of the song were noted on a plantation in St. Charles 
Parish, La., and first printed in "Slave songs of the United States" (published in 
New York in 1867. The word translated "darky" is "mulet," and Mr. Cable 
comments: "We have to loss the saucy double meaning between mulet (mule) 
and mulatre (mulatto." The song in this writer's arrangement used to figure in 
Ms. Sembrich's folk song recitals. "Ma mourri" (no.3), though quoted as a dance 
tune by Mr. Calbe, is evidently a love song. The sentiment conveyed by the 
words is that the singer must  die insane for the love of pretty Layotte. (mo 
connin zins zons, ma jourri, oui, 'nocent, ma mourri, po' la belle Layotte, ma 
mourri, 'nocent, oui, 'nocent, ma mourri.)  to the half note (C), with its held, the 
singer utter a wild, long drawn cry, "Eh--h-h!" which is a characteristic element 
found in other Creole songs. 
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 No. 4, "Caroline," is a counjai, or counjaille. The name of the dance is 
undoubtedly African. Years ago when Mr. Hearn was helping this writer in his 
Creole studies and was asked the possible meaning of "counjui" he answered, 
"My quadroon neighbor, Mamzelle Eglantine, tells me that the word Koundjo 
(in the West Indies Candio or Candjo) refers in an old African dance which used 
to e danced with drums." But a candjois an African prince or chief, and it is not 
impossible that in this song we have  relic of some such dance of Negro royalty 
as is described by Verney Lovett Casmeron in his "Across Africa." Mr. Cameron, 
who was an officer in the British Navy, says: "Dancing in Manyuema"-a cannibal 
country-is a prerogative of the chiefs. When they feel inclined for a 
terpsichorean performance they single out a good-looking woman from the 
crowd, and the two go through much wriggllng and curious gesticulation 
opposite each other. The village drums are brought out and vigorously beaten, 
the drummers meanwhile shouting Gramello! Gamelle' If the woman is 
unmarried the fact of a chief asking her to dance is equivalent to an offer of 
marriage, and many complications often occur in consequence," But the lady 
who noted "Caroline" in St. Charles Parish, La., more than fifty years ago said 
the dance to which it was sung was simple and a "sort of minuet."  
 When M. Tiersot of the Paris conservatory, visited the United States and 
Canada in  pursuit of his folk song studies he noted this song from the singing of 
a Negress in New Orleans, but he gave the name of the heroine as Azelie and set 
down the melody of the stanza in 5-8 time and the refrain in 2-4. As the song 
appears in the publication "Slave Songs of the United States" it is very simple, 
and though it lets light into the romantic elements of the domestic life of the 
Creole slaves, it is not quite so tragic as M. Thirsot's version, which is as follows, 
the lines having been transposed to fit the melody: 
 
"Un, deux, trois, Azelie, 
Pas  pare com ca, ma cher! (bis)  
Papa dit non, ,maman dit non, 
C'[est li m'oule c'est li ma pren (bis) 
 "Sam' di l'amor, dimanch' maraiae, 
Lundi matin ppiti dans bras; 
N'a pas a rien, piti dans hras!" 
One, twok three, Azelie, 
"don't talk that way, my dear! 
papa says no mamma say no 
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It is he whom I want and who will have me. 
Saturday, love' Sunday, married 
Monday morning a little ne in arms. 
There is no coverlet, 
There is nothing-little one in arms! 
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It is interesting to compare the description of the Negro dancers and musical 
instruments of Surinam and the  dancing in Congo Square. 

 Captain J. G. Stedman, in his book "Narrative of a Five Year Expedition 
Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam," (published before the end of the 
18th Century) describes the country, its people and their culture. One passage 
seems closely related to dancing in Congo Square. It is a description of the 
dancing of the Longo Negroes of Surinam: "Here Mr. DeGraav, having bought 
some new slaves, gave a holiday to all the Negroes on his estate; and here I had 
the opportunity of seeing the diversions peculiar to that people; but of these I 
must reserve the particular account to another occasion, and for the present 
only give a short description of the Loango dancing, as performed by Loango 
Negroes, male and female, and not by any others; which consists from first to 
last in such a scene of wanton and lascivious gestures, as nothing but a heated 
25 imagination and a constant practice could enable them to perform. These 
dances, which are performed to the sound of a drum, to which they strike time 
by clapping of hands, may properly be considered as a kind of play or 
pantomime divided into so many acts, which lasts for some hours. But the most 
remarkable is, that during this representation, the actors, instead of being 
fatigued, become more and more enlivened and animated, till they are bathed 
in sweat like past-horses, and their passions would up to such a degree, that 
nature being overcome, they are ready to drop into convulsions."  
 Stedman gives an excellent description of the musical instruments and 
dancing of the Negroes of Surinam and says: "I shall now say something of their 
instrumental music and dancing. I have already mentioned the singing and the 
dancing of the Loango tribe in particular; and will now describe that practiced 
by the other Negro nations in general. Their instruments of music, which are not 
a little ingenious, are all made by themselves, and consist of those represented 
in the given pictures. To what I have stated, I will only add that they always use 
full or half measure, but never triple time, in their dancing music, which is not 
unlike that of a baker's bunt, when he separates the flour from the bran, 
sounding tuckey-tuck and perpetum. To this noise they dance with uncommon 
pleasure, and most times foot it away with great art and dexterity.  
 Every Saturday evening, the slaves who are well treated close the week, 
with an entertainment of this kind, and generally once a quarter are indulged 
with a grand ball, to which the neighboring slaves are invited; the master often 
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contributing to their happiness by presence, or at least by sending them a 
present of a few jugs of new rum. At these grand balls the slaves are remarkably 
neat, the woman appearing in their best chintz petticoats, and many of the men 
in fine Holland trousers. So indefatigable are they at this diversion, that I have 
known the drums to continue beating without intermission from 6 o'clock on 
Saturday night till the sun made its appearance on the Monday morning; thus 
had passed 36 hours in dancing, cheering, hallowing, and clapping of hands. The 
Negroes dance always in couples, the man figuring and footing, while the 
woman turn round like a top, their petticoats expanding like an umbrella; and 
this they call waey-cotto. During this, the by standing youths fill about the 
liquor, while the girls encourage the performance, and wipe the sweat from the 
brows and sides of the unwearied musicians. It is indeed upon the whole 
astonishing to see with what good-nature and even good manners these 
dancing societies are kept up, of which I repeat they are so fond, that I have 
known a newly-imported Negro, for want of a partner, figure and foot it for 
nearly the space of 2 hours, to his shadow against the wall."  
  

Congo Dancing 
 

 The dance here described by Stedman is most likely a secular dance 
performed by all the Negroes in Surinam. It is not impossible that it was  
originally introduced by the Longo Negroes. It is still danced in Surinam and has 
been known from the 17th century on as a banja (from Spanish & Portuguese 
bailer). In the old Dutch sources it is indicated as Baljaar and to dance it as 
balyaar. There were special laws dealing with the permission for hayaren or 
dancing. Descriptions are also found in older works such as Fermin's Description 
(I,p. 139 ff). The statement that  "it may properly be considered as a kind of play 
or pantomime" indicates strongly that the banja is meant. The dance is 
performed according to a set pattern that determines the dance respectively of 
the women and men. Although the movements were according to European 
conceptions of that time uninhabited, the dance was not lacking in grace. 
Special songs were made by the women for every dance. There was still a more 
elaborate secular dance-play in which dramatic effects were combined with the 
singing of lyrics and dancing, the de (doing). Another more simple secular dance 
was later known as Kassio or kawina (Kauna).  It was not usual that the dancers 
of the banja dropped into convulsions as Stedman states; this indicates spirit 
possession, a phenomenon belonging to the religious winti dance. It is, 
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however, possible that a banja-dancer became occasional possessed. the banja 
is also sometimes performed during the intermissions of a winti play that may 
last from one to three days. 
 Many of the instruments described by Stedman are still known in Surinam 
and played in the religious as well as the secular dances. The description is not 
specific enough to determine the drums described by him. the two larger drums 
in Surinam are the Langa dron and the agida, two shorter drums are the apienti 
and the mandron. 

 
Concluding thoughts, facts and opinions. 

 The first mention of Place Congo is  in 1786 in a letter by Bishop Cyrillo de 
Barcelona. Important dates in history had effects on dances in Congo Square - 
the Code Noir and the Louisiana purchase in 1803. In 1760 Fort Ferdinand was 
established and the slave trade  abolished in 1807. Congo Square was never laid 
out by city's planners as a public square. The area was first used by the French 
as a public market. The slaves were mostly from the Senegal River Basin. Many 
slaves married Indian women. 
 From time to time the dances of Negroes in Congo Square were stopped 
and then re-established. It ceased to be a practice in the middle of the 1850s 
and definitely a few years before the Civil War. 
 There were many tribes from Africa that took part in the dances. There 
were a number of circles used by various tribes for dancing and these circles 
were never of mixed Negro tribes. The Minahs would not dance near the 
Congos.  By 1830 & 40s the portion of the slave population born in Africa had 
shrunk significantly as the practice progressed to younger Negroes, many born 
in the U.S. They began to add more dance styles of their times and gradually the 
old dances began to disappear. While younger generations continued dancing, 
more of their steps and movements incorporated elements of European dance. 
One such dance was the French contra dances.  The young transformed the 
dancing into a new Afro-American culture. Their instruments became more to 
the ;types of the ones heard in New Orleans.  
 The square was always used for various entertainments throughout its 
existence. 
 The square was known by many different names with the name "Congo 
Square" a nick name and was never official until 1955. 
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 While many state that the happenings on the square by the Negroes was 
an ancestor of jazz I believe it was the fact that all could hear the music of the 
Negroes from Africa thus bringing expose to the performance of Negro music. 
It was not really the music that had an effect as it was more rhythm with little 
melody. The idea of composing  a Bamboula using European techniques was the 
imagination of composers such as Gottschalk and Taylor. They used the rhythm 
of the Bamboula but little else. As the practice continued it progressed from the 
pure African music to the younger Negroes adding more modern instruments 
and music. The Negro musicians of New Orleans were more interested by the 
music heard in their everyday life and the ability to produce this kind of music 
which was in use for their music jobs. It would be about 50 years before the 
development of jazz after the music was stopped by the Negroes in Congo 
Square. The musicians that were in on the development of jazz did not hear or 
see the dancing in Congo Square. They might have been told about this African 
music but jazz was more a style of European music and an adaption of the music 
they heard and could use on their music jobs. 

 
                                                                                 
 

88




