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<!--Biography ¨ Voodoo-->Each year, thousands of pilgrims visit the celebrated New Orleans

tomb where Marie Laveau is said to lie. They seek her favors or fear her lingering influence.

Voodoo Queen: The Spirited Lives of Marie Laveau is the first study of the Laveaus, mother

and daughter of the same name. Both were legendary leaders of religious and spiritual

traditions many still label as evil.The Laveaus were free women of color and prominent French-

speaking Catholic Creoles. From the 1820s until the 1880s when one died and the other

disappeared, gossip, fear, and fierce affection swirled about them. From the heart of the French

Quarter, in dance, drumming, song, and spirit possession, they ruled the imagination of New

Orleans.How did the two Maries apply their "magical" powers and uncommon business sense

to shift the course of love, luck, and the law? The women understood the real crime--they had

pitted their spiritual forces against the slave system of the United States. Moses-like, they led

their people out of bondage and offered protection and freedom to the community of color, rich

white women, enslaved families, and men condemned to hang.The curse of the Laveau family,

however, followed them. Both loved men they could never marry. Both faced down the press

and police who stalked them. Both countered the relentless gossip of curses, evil spirits,

murders, and infant sacrifice with acts of benevolence.The book is also a detective story--who

is really buried in the famous tomb in the oldest "city of the dead" in New Orleans? What

scandals did the Laveau family intend to keep buried there forever? By what sleight of hand did

free people of color lose their cultural identity when Americans purchased Louisiana and

imposed racial apartheid upon Creole creativity? Voodoo Queen brings the improbable

testimonies of saints, spirits, and never-before printed eyewitness accounts of ceremonies and

magical crafts together to illuminate the lives of the two Marie Laveaus, leaders of a major,

indigenous American religion.Martha Ward is the author of Nest in the Wind, A World Full of

Women, and A Sounding of Women: Autobiographies from Unexpected Places, among other

books. She is University Research Professor of Anthropology, Urban Studies, and Women's

Studies at the University of New Orleans.
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Recognition and RespectIndexIntroduction: At the BeginningIt is a prime-time story when free

women of color use their spiritual gifts to confront suffering and injustice, and white men in

power accuse them of witchcraft. Marie Laveau, the legendary founder and priestess of

American Voodoo, was in real life two women with the same name—a mother and her

daughter, both Creoles of New Orleans. Yes, they worked their magic on a city’s soul, and year

after year thousands of visitors make pilgrimages to the famous tomb said to hold their

remains. Yet, until now, the story of their spiritual and historic lives has been unavailable, and

the legends of sorcery and evil deeds that encircle them have gone unchallenged.Hysterical

reporters in the nineteenth century accused the Laveaus of wizardry, heresy, and dancing

naked with snakes. Marie the First, the mother, healed those with yellow fever and cheated the

hangman’s noose with her magical powers—or so it is said. Her daughter, Marie the Second,

hypnotized the police force and cured domestic violence. The gossips still swear that they knew

how to make white women roll on their bellies, work gris-gris on judges in murder trials, and

cause husbands to disappear forever. Wealthy white New Orleanians insisted that the wily

Maries operated a street-level system of intelligence through which they gained information

and exerted backstairs power over those who stood in their way.The Laveau women were guilty

as charged. Both women led dangerous, secret lives—but not because of midnight ceremonies

in graveyards. They were free women in a slave society, French Catholics in an Anglo-

Protestant nation, and Creole leaders in the largest and strongest community of color in

America. They were gens de couleur libre—free people of color. Both loved men they could

never marry. Their families, already linked in illegal love, defied their church and the law to help

slaves escape and blacks, bond and free, to assemble and dance together in defiance of the

law.Figure 1. The tomb of the Widow Paris (© Michael P. Smith, New Orleans)The Laveaus led

colorful lives in one of the most colorful cities in the world. Their woman-centered story began

in 1803 just as ill-bred foreigners from a nearby, new nation called the United States purchased

their territory from France. It spanned the golden years of Creole culture and the glittering but



dangerous life of antebellum New Orleans, then moved into the traumas of Civil War. The

death of the first Marie Laveau in June 1881, and the disappearance of the second at the end

of Reconstruction in 1877 parallel the passing of Creole life. Their embodied visions of justice

and mercy died with them.Voodoo was not just a religion—it was the raw edge of survival.

People dropped dead on the streets as epidemic plagues consumed the city. Slavesale houses

ringed the French Quarter, and public executions drew Mardi Gras—size crowds. White men

with power played racial politics for keeps—but they could not collect the garbage or bury the

dead. When things went wrong in the neighborhoods of New Orleans, the civil authorities

blamed the Voodoos.New Orleans is a place where you invite the dead to your parties, where

the smells of a spicy gumbo and the sounds of a jazzy backbeat fill the air. The city was a

crucible of transformation that forged a vibrant Creole culture—a New World people whose

ancestors were French, West African, Spanish, Central African, Catholic, Native American, and

who had pinches of many other groups or nations added like spice to a good gumbo, people

who created a unique collective culture from the ingredients they had on hand. Voodoo, jazz,

the region’s world-famous cuisine, and the dancing ironwork that graces the city’s architecture

have Creole roots. The “spirit of New Orleans” that attracts millions of visitors to the smells,

tastes, sounds and sensory richness of the fabled city is in large measure the legacy of Creole

culture.Isn’t Voodoo dangerous? What happens to you if you tell its secrets? White friends

whisper questions like these to me when I meet them on the street or attend dinner parties at

their homes. “Aren’t you afraid of Voodoo?” they ask. “You don’t believe in Voodoo, do you?” An

African American neighbor looked around carefully before he announced, “Me, I don’t have

nothing to do with that Hoodoo stuff. It’s some powerful to mess with. You take care, hear.” A

state librarian begged me to write a biography of a woman with more quality and substance

than she thought Marie Laveau had. A New Orleans historian dismissed my quest, “It’s merely

folklore”; and another colleague remarked, “Oh, women’s history.”The two most common

concerns I hear are these: First, Voodoo is evil, satanic, demonic. A person who trashes or

trifles with power like that can get hurt, the voices warn. Second, people caution me that no

reliable sources of information about Marie Laveau are available. Either they never existed or

they have been stolen, destroyed, or spirited away. Materials from the official histories pay little

attention to women, particularly women of color; and the Laveaus—in common with many

women of their century—left nothing in writing. Yet Marie Laveau in her many reincarnations

rules the imagination of New Orleans. For many, she is still a member of the community; they

consult her for problems and visit with her on her special holidays—the Feast of All Saints in

November and the Eve of St. John the Baptist in June. To some the Maries were like Moses—a

magician who led his people out of bondage. Marie as a still-living ancestor continues to visits

the citizens of the city in their dreams and visions.The archives and libraries of Louisiana are

national treasures. So are the archivists and librarians. But Marie Laveau seekers and

undergraduate term paper writers frustrate them. They will tell you when you ask, as I

sheepishly have, that very little is available and few find what they expect to see. Many records

of baptisms, marriages, and burials for Catholics of color were closed throughout large parts of

the twentieth century. A librarian at the Louisiana Division of the New Orleans Public Library

sighed, “If it has Marie Laveau’s name on it, it just disappears.”In the Louisiana Historical

Collection, the head archivist showed me a mutilated copy of the city directory. Someone had

carefully razored out an entry that identified a family as “free people of color.” She told me

about a visitor who read the archival records and asked what the designation “f.w.c.” meant.

When the woman realized that her ancestor had been a free woman of color, she fainted. Race

remains the best reason for secrets and conspiracy in the Crescent City.Other kinds of



warnings appeared. These cautions came from the front of a set of business records in the

Office of Conveyance: “Whole Volume: Tight Binding. Faded Copy. Book in Poor Condition.

Difficult to Film. Torn Pages. Missing Pages. Covered material. Soiled Copy Throughout

Volume”. The original is too fragile to use. Microfilm technologies cannot improve what is

yellowed, chipped, stained, or gone forever. The warnings in the documents, however, omitted

the dangers to researchers of hard chairs, aching eyes, and screaming neck muscles.At the

end of the book I have thanked a long list of people without whose support, technical

assistance, and encouragement I could never have written this book; I have also added a

chronology of the priestesses’ lives and the scholarly citations and notes that provide the

bones for a spiritual biography, fleshly “proof” of the priestesses’ existence. There, for example,

I cite official documents I have found. But the Laveaus manipulated many of them for severe

and secret purposes known only to themselves, and even authentic “historic facts” and

“anthropological analysis” will not add up to the “truth value” of their lives. So I have had to

listen to and repeat the rumors, hearsay, and slander about the Laveaus that still circulate.

Creole conversation that shades into gossip is called gumbo ya-ya, part of the moist air people

breathe in New Orleans. I have wandered historic neighborhoods, signed up for guided tours,

attended Voodoo rituals, and haunted cemeteries, ceremonies, and church services. Out of the

corner of my eye, I have watched for signs of the spirits the Maries called into the city. I have

relied on dreams, intuition, a hyperactive imagination, and funky Voodoo luck. From time to

time I have stood in front of the Laveau tomb in St. Louis Cemetery One and talked with her.

Marie laughs when I ask, “What really happened?” “Who knows the whole story,” she says,

“and maybe it’s better that way.”Why, a sensitive person might ask, is a white academic and

anthropologist writing about women of color dead over a hundred years? The first reason—

New Orleans is a magnificent and inclusive city, and I have loved her longer than I ever loved a

man. And the second—in the mid-nineteenth century, police raided Voodoo gatherings in New

Orleans on the pretext of “illegal assembly.”The next morning, newspapers carried shocked

stories of the white women who danced at the gatherings. “Blacks and whites were circling

round promiscuously, writhing in muscular contractions, panting, raving and frothing at the

mouth. But the most degrading and infamous feature of this scene was the presence of a very

large number of ladies, moving in the highest walks of society, rich and hitherto supposed

respectable, that were caught in the drag net. These facts are beyond controversy, and the

scandal, attested by thousands, was made the subject of town gossip for many a year.”The

magistrates turned the nameless white women over to the authority of their husbands or

fathers; they remanded enslaved women to the mercies of masters or mistresses. Women of

color, though fined and harassed, went free. Another writer complained that white women

sought counseling and bought charms or powders from women of color—“neurotic and

repressed white women were especially easy victims of the Voodoo doctors.”So I, merely an

aging storyteller, claim whatever privileges those anonymous white women had. I accept the

labels they carried: race traitor, class defector, religious heretic, neurotic, repressed, and out-of-

control female. The most famous song in New Orleans begs a favor from the spirits:O Lord, I

want to be in that number, when the saints go marchin’ in.What does one need to know before

reading this book? The many meanings of Creole: People come to New Orleans from all over

the world to eat in the famous Creole restaurants of the city. They try remoulade sauce, turtle

soup, fried oysters on French bread, crayfish bisque, shrimp creole, and many other tasty

dishes, and they ask, what does Creole mean? I tell them that Creole is something or someone

who was born and bred in the New World, something or someone who owes more to the

unique environmental and social conditions of south Louisiana than to Africa or Europe. Creole



is a handy adjective for things native to Louisiana, things of value, like Creole tomatoes or

Creole cream cheese, the delicious ingredients in Creole cuisine. I say that Creoles came in

every color in the social rainbow, and, in the main, were French-speaking Catholics who

tended to marry each other when they could, and, when they couldn’t, invented imaginative

solutions to be together and to care for the babies born to them. In Marie Laveau’s time, Creole

was a culture more than a color, a culture with distinctive music, cuisine, clothes, and drinking

habits.The question “who is a Creole?” may provoke pained or angry responses among people

who have lived in New Orleans for generations. One group says that a Creole is someone

whose ancestors came to the colonies from France or Spain, who was born in Louisiana, and

who may be light-skinned and “black” as well. A second group of Creoles agree with all but the

last part. They insist that Creoles never had any African relatives—they swear this on the

graves of the very ancestors who owned slaves, kept a second “wife” as mistress, and fathered

mixed-race children. Creoles of color, by contrast, often say that African American is too

confining a social category for them. Like Marie Laveau, they have four grandparents, eight

great-grandparents, and sixteen great-great-grandparents—one of them may have come from

Spain or Senegal, one from Benin or Belgium, and another from one of the many Indian

nations already living in Louisiana. Many Creoles wish to know about and pay homage to all

their ancestors. Most people, places, or things in New Orleans have an alias. They are a.k.a.

—“Also-Known-As.” Proper names had many different versions, alternative names, and

beautifully eccentric spellings. In the nineteenth century, for example, many journalists and

writers used the classy French spelling—Voudou. I chose the contemporary American spelling

—Voodoo—but I make certain to capitalize it as the name of a major religious tradition. To

complicate matters, I have found at least eight Marie Laveaus, spelled in a number of

imaginative ways. The first Voodoo queen had a grandmother, a half-sister, an aunt, a sister-in-

law, and a next-door neighbor with the same name in different spellings—each woman had

other names as well. Marie the First named all three of her daughters Marie. Marie the Second

used her mother’s trademark name when she pleased, but some legal documents use a

different one. Women of color did not always adopt a father’s name, and the sexual politics of

the time prohibited many from having legal husbands. Moreover, Marie was—for obvious

religious reasons—the most common woman’s name in the city. It is little wonder that

researchers and reporters alike are hopelessly confused. Voodoo begins with people—usually

women—who feel the tug of the spirit world. They say: The spirits choose whom they will. They

enter into my body and my soul. They bring blessings for all of us. In common with all religions,

Voodoo is a way to explain the unexplainable, to move the immovable, and to find power or

agency in a dangerous world. But women like the Laveaus who take charge of their bodies,

their houses, and their gods threaten the political powers. Voodoo draws fire. New Orleans

Voodoo is not the same thing as Haitian Vodou, and neither resembles Hollywood “voodoo.”

Voodoo, Southern Hoodoo, and their sister religions are the intense fusions that happened

when the people of the African Diaspora met Catholics and colonists in the New World. In New

Orleans its practitioners were generally called “queens,” “doctors,” “workers,” or fortune-tellers.

In Louisiana, parish means what county does in the rest of America, and bayou means a small

creek or river. In New Orleans, Faubourg is a neighborhood, and an armoire is a large,

freestanding wardrobe with doors and shelves; even elegant houses lacked closets. No one

can reckon the conventional directions—North, South, East, or West—because the below-sea-

level city is ringed with levees that block the horizon. So citizens gauge where we are relative

to the Mississippi River. Regardless of its broad curves or the direction it actually takes, it flows

downriver or south to the Gulf of Mexico. Upriver is the opposite direction or north regardless of



the readings of a compass or a map. A picayune was a Spanish coin used for small purchases.

That’s why it became the name of the longest-published newspaper in New Orleans—the

Picayune. The color white is not always what it seems to be. Watch for white handkerchiefs,

handmade altars, homemade gumbo, and light summer dresses. Spirits of many kinds appear

in this biography whenever they feel like it. Such creatures are the experiential reality—alive in

every sense of the word—of vast numbers of people on the planet. It will do no good, therefore,

to question me or other humans in the book about our “beliefs.” New Orleans is a high-spirited

place. Mardi Gras is a spectacle of parades and balls named after mythical beings, gods,

goddesses, and creatures of a cross-cultural imagination that has no rival in America. Bourbon

Street is famous for another kind of possession—the spirits of alcohol. A local television station

named itself “the Spirit of New Orleans.” Hollywood calls the city the “Big Easy”—a local phrase

for getting high, getting off, or getting in the spirit. Marie Laveau, both mother and daughter,

was a conjure woman. Conjure is the “magical means of transforming reality.” Conjurers see

and understand things most people cannot. They exist in two realities, use two kinds of

consciousness—one for consensual realities and the other for the spiritual realms. Thus, a

conjurer, like all mystics and visionaries, is two-headed. New Orleans Voodoo is no more

satanic or evil than any of the world’s religions. The accusations about human sacrifice,

cannibalism, or devil worship are figments of fevered white imaginations and a mean-spirited

way to turn women of color into the Other. In place of such superstitious hype, I offer far more

dangerous, hair-raising, melodramatic, and magical tales.Voodoo QueenChapter 1Who in

Heaven or Hell, Africa or France, Was Marie Laveau?WHEN CREOLES DIE, THEY GO TO

PARIS.—NEW ORLEANS PROVERBThe drummer started a slow beat; a trumpet made from

an animal’s horn sounded four long notes. The gathering had begun. As Marie Laveau crossed

Rampart Street and neared Congo Square, the multi-leveled roofs of the French Quarter and

the spires of St. Louis Cathedral rose behind her. At the entrance to the dance plaza, she

passed market women selling their wares—pecan pies, spruce beer, Louisiana rum, and

pralines filled with peanuts, coconut, or popcorn. Marie had left the corsets, petticoats, and

heavy undergarments she wore to church that Sunday morning at home. In their stead, she

chose a loose, low-necked cotton dress that permitted easy movement in the subtropical

humidity and allowed the Great Serpent Spirit to enter and use her body. Her gold earrings and

bracelets flashed in the sun, and her tignon—a vividly colored madras handkerchief wound as

a turban—stood high in seven points.A man who saw her there said, “She come walkin’ into

Congo Square wit’ her head up in the air like a queen. Her skirts swished when she walked and

everybody step back to let her pass. All the people—white and colored—start sayin’ that’s the

most powerful woman they is. They say, ‘There goes Marie Laveau!’” The policemen stationed

at each of the four gates to Congo Square watched the crowd part as Marie Laveau passed.

They were waiting for her.In every decade after the founding of New Orleans in 1719, the city

fathers—first French, then Spanish, and after 1803, Anglo-American—had tried to control

Congo Square and people like Marie Laveau who gathered there. Whites complained about

loud music, lewd dances, sexy songs, Voodoo rituals, and the explosive potential of free and

enslaved black people who met by the hundreds, sometimes by the thousands, on the old

parade ground and market outside the original city walls. The authorities feared slave uprisings

and insurrection. They worried that free people of color, whose numbers and prosperity grew

with each passing year, planted ideas of liberation in the hearts of enslaved people.The civil

authorities established curfews—Sundays at sunset—and fired a cannon to signal the end of

the gatherings. So citizens of color made up satirical songs that mocked the guns. The city

fathers planted trees to obstruct the dance ground, and the Voodoos, under the leadership of



the Laveaus, offered an array of social and benevolent services beneath their branches. With

each new plan to limit the gatherings, white officials changed the name of the square. But

people of color persisted—to them, it was and always would be Congo Square.In 1843, after

decades of futile attempts to contain the dances, authorities built an iron fence around the

Square, placed a gate on each side, and closed it on Sunday afternoons. Within two years, the

community of color forced the city administrators to reopen the dance plaza; according to

persistent legends Marie Laveau the elder provided both the spiritual assistance and the

political pull to make it happen. Still fearful of the power of free assembly, however, the city

council ordered police to stand guard at the four gates of Congo Square every Sunday

afternoon.A number of black men claimed they had witnessed what Marie Laveau did in

response to the ordinance. One said, “People complained about her and policemens were

stationed at the gates. When Marie saw those policemen, she looked at them, never said a

word, and walked right in. She just mesmerized those men and a lot of other people, ’cause

they never said a word or tried to harm her.” Another man said, “Marie Laveau brought the

people into the square with her unmolested by the policemen. She hypnotized them and they

could not do anything.” Black men swore she “fixed” the authorities on those Sunday

afternoons in the decade and a half before the Civil War: “Sometimes them policemens tried to

keep Marie Laveau out, but she jest hypnotized ’em and walked in. She could do that to

anybody what got in her way. I seen her make polices get down and bark like dogs.” When

Marie Laveau’s magical spells, commanding presence, or strategic bribery had taken hold, the

police relented and joined the crowds to watch her perform.Marie slipped off her shoes and

walked to the center where magical lines from the four corners and the four gates intersected.

As was her custom, she knelt on the ground and rapped three times. The crowd loved the one-

two-three rhythm and shouted it with her—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Faith, Hope, and

Charity. Then from a box near her feet, she lifted a fat snake. The earth-toned creature—

probably a Louisiana Coluber—was not poisonous, but it stretched twelve to twenty feet and

entwined itself in undulating coils about the body of the priestess. Those who witnessed the

performances were fascinated and frightened. “Marie danced with a snake and hypnotized

everybody. No one knew what to do to prevent this act.”Marie signaled the band and began to

move with slow, sinuous grace. Bare soles flat on the packed earth of Congo Square, she

shifted her weight from one ankle to another, then to her knees, thighs, hips, torso, and up to

her shoulders. Her feet never lifted from the ground; she swayed in waves like the movement of

snakes. Other women joined her and danced within their own tight circles or rings, some no

larger than ten feet in diameter. Many waved white handkerchiefs “extended by the corners in

their hands.” Men with bracelets of bells on their calves danced in circles around the women.

Sometimes they balanced bottles of rum or other spirits on their heads. They mimicked fighting

and leaped into the air in displays of gymnastic ferocity.Other men sat astride large drums,

handmade from wooden barrels and covered with animal skins, or held small ones between

their legs. They beat with fingers, fists, feet, and the shank-bones of oxen or horses. The music

began with “slow, slow vehemence on the great drum and fiercely and rapidly on the small

one.” Others in the band played tambourines, gourd rattles, three-reed pipes; they stroked an

animal jawbone with a metal key or strummed a four-stringed, African-inspired banjo. The

songs of dancers and chorus joined them—a “long-drawn human cry of tremendous volume,

richness, and resound, to which no instrument within their reach could make the faintest

approach.”The most popular song in Congo Square was the Calinda, a sensual song and

dance complex that most onlookers associated with Marie Laveau and the secrets of Voodoo.

The verses varied, but the chorus remained the same—Danse Calinda, boudoum, boudoum!



Danse Calinda, boudoum, boudoum! White writers or travelers who heard the song in Congo

Square wondered, how could anything so provocative be religious? One observer complained

that “Nothing is more dreaded than to see the negroes assemble together on Sundays, since,

under pretense of Calinda or the dance, they sometimes get together to the number of three or

four hundred and made a kind of Sabbath. It is in those tumultuous meetings, that they sell

what they have stolen to one another and commit many crimes. Likewise they plot

rebellions.”Africa lived again in Congo Square on those Sunday afternoons six decades before

the Civil War. In 1808 a traveler to the city saw “twenty different dancing groups of the wretched

Africans, collected together to perform their worship after the manner of their own country.”

Another saw people dance “a rapid jig” to exhaustion, then sink to the grass, and accept water

and refreshments from fellow dancers. “All is hilarity, fun, and frolic. Every stranger should visit

Congo Square when in its glory.” But a third complained, “I have never seen anything more

brutally savage, and at the same time dull & stupid than this whole exhibition.”The dancing

rings in Congo Square were reunions of African nations that the Diaspora and the Atlantic

slave trade had dismembered. A Bambara man with face tattooed from temples to neck, wore

an amulet that marked him as someone from the mountain villages of the high Sudan. There

were “tall, well-knit Senegalese from Cape Verde, black as ebony, with intelligent, kindly eyes

and long, straight, shapely noses; Mandingoes, from the Gambia River, lighter in color . . .

whose enslavement seems specially a shame, their nation the ‘merchants of Africa,’ dwelling in

town, industrious, thrifty, skilled in commerce and husbandry, and expert in the working of

metals, even to silver and gold.” One could have seen “rosy-cheeked Foulahs,” “tattooed Iboes,”

groups of warriors, and those from the French Kongo—“serpent worshipers, yet the gentlest

and kindliest natures that came from Africa.” But, equally striking to visitors and locals alike

were the growing numbers and energy of Creoles like Marie Laveau—people born free in the

New World, born to parents and grandparents who were both African and European.On the

Sunday afternoons when Marie Laveau herself danced, Congo Square was spirit theater.

Marie devoured drumbeat, song, and motion. They drove her from her body, out of her social

identity, and into the climax of spirit possession. As the snake curled about her, she called to its

soul in song—“Come Great Serpent Spirit. Join us, Le Grand Zombi.” The serpent spirit

entered her, became who she was; they whirled as one in ecstasy and awe.L’appe vini, Le

Grand Zombi. He comes, the Great Serpent.Pour faire gris-gris. Comes to make

things happen.Pour faire mourir. Comes to face down death.Spirit

possession is a visceral, embodied language that speaks of matters too painful, too profound,

or too dangerous to be discussed in other ways. It ends in joy too vast to be described, a gift to

one’s soul as well as a spiritual burden borne on behalf of a suffering community. Spirit

possession is sexual, sensual, and intimate; it teaches resistance and bestows the kind of

power that faced down the policemen at the gates of Congo Square. It is contagious, and

people who catch it or are caught up in it are changed forever. It is shocking and disturbing to

those who witness but never experience it. They fear, and rightly so, that they, too, could be

possessed.A black man who saw Marie the First in possession trance said, “When she got in

the middle of the Square, she took her snake out of a box and danced with it. When she got

through dancin’ all the other folks would dance—not before. I tell you, she could make anybody

do anything and sometimes she made ‘em do terrible things. She made wives turn on their

husbands and run off with other men. She made fine white ladies lie on the ground and roll

their bellies.” A white man who attended the gatherings in Congo Square at their height wrote,

“Now for the fantastic leaps! Now for frenzy! Another pair is in the ring! What wild—what

terrible delight! The ecstasy rises to madness; one—two—three of the dancers fall—



bloucoutoum! boum!—with foam on their lips. The musicians know no fatigue; still the dance

rages on. No wonder the police stopped it in Congo Square.” Newspaper reporters in the

nineteenth century who attended Voodoo events wrote shocked accounts of what they had

seen. “The sudden entrance of a flaxen-haired white girl who whirled around the room in the

arms of a negro blacker far than the ace of spades” stunned one journalist. Yet he made the gift

of ecstasy visible—“her pallid wanton face actually beamed with exuberant levity. Even the

negresses gazed at her with a look of wonder.” The personality, ego or consciousness of the

young girl dissolved into unity and the universe—“set adrift on the rapids of depravity, she had

reached the center of the vortex.”People who return from possession trances compare their

experiences to the glow after great lovemaking, the knowledge of truth that comes in childbirth,

or the welcome visit from a beloved, long-dead relative in a dream. A white woman visiting New

Orleans happened upon a church service where she saw “enchantment” performed. An

entranced woman walked through the congregation with outspread arms, then sank to her

knees on the platform by the altar and grew still. As the woman regained her consciousness,

“she talked to herself in a low voice, and such a beautiful, blissful expression was portrayed in

her countenance, that I would willingly experience that which she then experienced, saw, or

perceived. It was no ordinary, no earthly scene. Her countenance was as if it were

transfigured.”No white traveler or journalist claimed to have seen either Marie Laveau dance in

spirit possession at Congo Square. But many believed she reigned there as queen; as one

said, she had a “natural supremacy, and ruling over superstitious fears and desires of every

fierce and ignoble sort, she wields no trivial influence.” By contrast, black men who were

children in the 1840s and 1850s assured interviewers from the Federal Writers’ Project, a

Depression recovery program in the 1930s, that they had seen Marie Laveau the First’s

performances in Congo Square in the tense years before the Civil War. They claimed that

Danse Calinda, boudoum, boudoum was a musical metaphor that mocked the cannons fired at

sunset, scorned slavery, and paid tribute to the delicious dangers of the music and dancing in

Congo Square on Sunday afternoons.Marie the First was in her early forties in 1843 when city

authorities closed Congo Square. She was the practicing priestess whom black men swore

they saw mesmerize the policemen stationed there. In the prime of her priestly powers, she

lived within earshot of the square and had been a regular visitor through its peak years in the

1820s and 1830s. Her daughter, Marie the Second, was eighteen, and beginning to build her

own spiritual powers within Voodoo circles.When the two priestesses danced in Congo Square

and at other places in New Orleans, they shouted—Voudou, Voudou. Through the sacred

word, a widespread African name for spirit or deity, they invited or invoked the spirits to enter

their bodies, to be incarnated in them. After 1820 local newspapers used the word to describe

the social group—a cult of primitive superstition, idolatrous rites, and snake worship, they

insisted. Regardless of the low value placed on the religion by members of the press,

practitioners, then as now, tell us that the word Voudou in all its spellings translates best as

“those who serve the spirits.”Marie Laveau’s color—people said—was red, yellow, brown,

black, golden, rosy brick, peach, banana, apricot, light, bright, fair, and high. Her color, the so-

called social fact around which cultural life in New Orleans revolved, depended on who was

looking at her. Although none agreed on tones and tints, everyone agreed that Marie Laveau,

like her Creole sisters of color, was exceptionally beautiful. Travelers and tourists raved about

the Creole women they encountered in the streets, churches, and ballrooms of New Orleans. In

1842, an English visitor noticed dark, liquid eyes, coral lips, pearly teeth, and “long raven locks

of soft and glossy hair.” He said that Creole women walked in such an elegant manner, one

might mistake them for the goddess Venus. Other visitors described free women of color as



“exotic” and “exquisite.”Beautiful and multihued, both the Marie Laveaus were a mixture of

races and cultures—white, black, and red, French, Spanish, West African, Central African, and

Native American. Marie the First was born in 1801, at the beginning of the nineteenth century

and the American regime in New Orleans—a century after the founding of the New World

colony of Louisiana. In 1803, when she was still a toddler and a citizen of Spain, and briefly of

France, a foreign nation called the United States of America purchased her city and the

immense river-centered territory it dominated. For the rest of her life, she was an involuntary

American citizen who spoke French and who looked to Paris, not New York or Washington, for

her cultural compass. Marie was the spiritual child of the Diaspora, the vast involuntary

movement of African peoples across the Atlantic to the Americas, as well as the Mediterranean-

style Catholic Church into which she was baptized. Above all, however, Marie Laveau was a

Creole.Travelers were right to gossip about the sexual lives of Creoles. Marie Laveau’s color—

whatever it was—came from a century of convoluted colonial contacts that began in 1699

when a small group of Frenchmen laid claim to the territory of Louisiana. They met and married

Native Americans already settled on the marshes and waterways, people who knew about the

local climate and ecology. Twenty years later the Frenchmen began to bring Africans into the

little colony to meet their growing labor needs. The majority of the African founders of the

colony of Louisiana came on one of the twenty-three ships the French chartered from 1719 to

1743. Each ship sailed directly from West Africa, which meant that—contrary to common

assumptions—most Africans in Louisiana did not pass through the Caribbean first. The

majority of the 5,989 people on board those ships were from the Senegal River basin. They

brought Bambara culture from their homeland and spoke the same or related languages.

Africans brought extensive knowledge of tropical agriculture, irrigation, metallurgy, marketing,

and medical care geared to the climate.The next largest group of Africans in colonial Louisiana

came from the Kingdom of Kongo in central Africa. A French ship carried 294 Kongolese

people to Louisiana in 1720; much later, large numbers of people from Kongo landed in St.

Domingue, now called Haiti, on the eve of its great slave insurrection, and, after that rebellion,

made their way to Louisiana. The ancestors of many people of color in New Orleans were

Kongolese, many already Catholic. The gumbo ya-ya says that Marie’s mother’s mother came

directly to Louisiana from the Central African kingdom and passed on spiritual customs to her

daughter and granddaughter that resemble those of the ngangas or mediums, priestesses, or

shamans of widespread religious movements in Kongo. Ngangas were diviners or fortune-

tellers, dream-interpreters; they were visionaries and trance experts who used drumming,

dancing, and rhythmic chanting or clapping. Ngangas addressed social problems like love and

luck. They knew that jealousy, greed, and the anger of others were curses that caused its

victims to suffer. Nganga sounds like “wanga” or “ouanga”—words often used as synonyms for

Voodoo in New Orleans. Both Marie Laveaus and their peers were called “wangateurs.”Africans

in this new world were not simply empty creatures waiting or willing to be filled up with

European “civilization.” Some stayed in touch with shipmates or lived near each other in the

plantation or parishes of the colony. A few were reunited with family members who moved from

Africa as free people of color to be near their enslaved relatives. Others came with or quickly

established family groups. Many Africans achieved their freedom within a few years of their

arrival; some became prominent property owners within a generation. Free people of color

were not Southerners; New Orleans was not the American South. Slaves were not always

black, and blacks were not always slaves.Throughout the colonial period, Europeans were

neither safe nor in full control. The hapless colony, a distant fragment of France, lacked food

and medicine. Frenchmen took African and Native American women as slaves, companions,



employees, and in many cases, as wives. Without them, the men would have died more quickly

and in even greater numbers than they did. The women knew “home health care”—herbs and

teas, poultices and bandaging, diagnosis and treatment. They could produce food from the

ground up, prepare meals, and provision a family. In return, many women negotiated safety,

protection, and freedom for themselves and their children. Some women inherited property,

established their own businesses, and set up their own households. They bought themselves

and their family out of bondage, forged a degree of personal freedom that European women of

the period could not imagine, and set a high standard of leadership for Marie Laveau.By the

time Marie Laveau was born at the end of Spanish and French control and the beginning of the

American national period, approximately 20 percent of the eight thousand citizens of the city

were free people of color. In each generation in the century of colonialism, European, African,

and Native American parents produced babies with a variety of social and physical

characteristics, multicultural, multiracial offspring who lived under a variety of mean-spirited

racial names like “Quadroon,” “Mulatto,” or “Octoroon.” Through time the calculation of degrees

of arbitrary and useless genealogical relationships became burdensome and embarrassing.

Like Marie Laveau, the children and grandchildren of the colony’s complicated marital and

sexual histories began to identify themselves simply—“Je suis Créole.” I am Creole.Marie

Laveau the First lies buried—presuming we trust one set of documents and oral traditions but

not others—in a tall, well-marked tomb in the oldest graveyard in New Orleans. When friends

and relatives visit, I take them on a guided tour of Marie’s life; we begin in the city of the dead—

St. Louis Cemetery One on Basin Street. As we pass through the iron gates, the guides for the

French Quarter walking tours are already lecturing their charges at her tomb. No matter what

time of the day I visit, someone has already left gifts for Marie—flowers, candy, wine, gum, salt,

coins, food, plastic Mardi Gras beads or other offerings. Once I found a sealed bottle of

Southern Comfort and a Barbie doll, another time the bride and groom from the top of a

wedding cake.More compelling than gifts, however, are the X marks that cover the stucco sides

and marble front of the famous tomb. Despite frequent cleanings, the signs, often in groups of

three, appear as if by magic. Tour guides say they signal wishes, requests to Marie Laveau for

special favors. Sometimes tour guides instruct their clients to knock three times, turn three

times, and make a wish. Others, not so respectful, allow tourists to mark on the tomb in the

name of favors sought. Everyone who sees the marks asks what they mean. My theories may

not satisfy everyone. People around the planet understand that where two lines cross, men and

women may meet the spirits. The sign of crossed lines within a circle is widespread in Africa—

in the Kingdom of Kongo, for example. The cross and crucifix of Christianity are close relatives

in this ancient human tradition. One day in the New Orleans Notarial Archives, I turned the

thick crackling page of a document and found Marie’s own X on a handwritten page, a record

that secured freedom for a woman of color and her children. Marie the First signed legal

documents with this time-honored signature mark, a declaration of faith that the written sign

sealed her intentions for the notary who witnessed the document and sent them the spirits who

made such matters happen—her legal mark looked exactly like those on her tomb.The brass

plaque that cemetery preservation activists attached to the front says that “this Greek revival

tomb is the reputed burial place of the notorious voodou queen,” and that Marie Laveau was

the most widely known of many practitioners of the “mystic cult.” Some tour guides hint that

they know where the “real Marie Laveau” lies—and it is not in St. Louis One. Their confusion is

understandable. The two Maries are difficult to tease apart; furthermore, the disappearance

and disputed gravesite of the second haunt all accounts of their already puzzling lives.When

my guests and I leave the walled cemetery, walking past Congo Square, renamed and



renovated once again, I feel the ghosts of the buildings and streets as the Maries knew them in

their time. As they did, we enter the French Quarter and stop in the first block of St. Ann Street.

The house on St. Ann between Rampart and Burgundy that the Laveaus made famous no

longer exists, and no one who ever visited it is still alive. But once, we could have glimpsed its

red tile roof peeking up beyond the high fence in front; we could have peeked through the holes

in the fence, like neighborhood children did, and watched Marie Laveau twine a snake about

her body.Visitors—and there were many—entered a large front yard with room enough for

dancing, domestic animals, and a profuse garden of vegetables, fruits, and flowers. A

pomegranate tree shaded the house; wide-leaved fig trees and bananas plants as tall as the

roof produced sweet fruit that children loved. Honeysuckle vines offered both a pleasant aroma

and the Creole cure for sore throats. Members and guests of the Laveaus’ household walked

up three wooden steps, which one of the women of the family scoured with red-brick dust each

morning, and entered the first two rooms of the house from the side gallery or porch under the

long overhanging roof. Beyond that apartment was another gallery, and a second set of rooms

with a separate entrance. A former neighbor told a curious interviewer decades later, “When

Marie Laveau’s son-in-law died, she built a raised addition to the rear.” She remembered how

she and many children grew up playing at the Laveaus’ house. “Child, I wish I had a nickel for

all the times I was in that yard.”When the last Laveau died, family members who wanted no

part of their Creole legacy sold the property, and the new owners tore down the house. All that

remains is a persistent story of how the queen of the Voodoos came to possess it. It seems

that a man from a prominent and wealthy white family came to Marie Laveau the First. The

police had arrested his son for a serious crime; the evidence against the young man was

compelling. The father begged her to prove his son’s innocence and obtain his release. Marie

walked to St. Louis Cathedral each morning at dawn; some versions of the story say she

prayed there for three days, some say seven, and others nine. As she knelt at the altar rail, she

placed three red-hot Guinea peppers in her mouth and held them there for several hours. Then

she walked to the seat of government, the Cabildo, next door to the church, and deposited the

peppers under the judge’s chair. The judge dismissed the young man’s case, and the grateful

father rewarded Marie Laveau with the house on St. Ann Street—or so the gumbo ya-ya

claims.The story may be a timeless moral tale about a free woman of color who bettered

herself through good magic or “white” magic performed in church, and who received a house

from a grateful white man. Some conclude that prayers, Voodoo spirits, and scorching Guinea

peppers have the power to influence court proceedings. Others believe that kneeling in St.

Louis Cathedral was only a ruse, a front; Marie the First had privileged information about the

case and contacts in the police department; she knew the judge, some say. I tell my visiting

friends that any or all of these deductions may be true, but the only historic fact is this: Marie

moved her family into the St. Ann Street house in the fall of 1832.When we leave the ghostly

remains of the Laveau home behind us, I guide my guests to popular Voodoo museums and

shops in the French Quarter. I tease them; nice people and ethical practitioners are not

supposed to wish overdrawn bank accounts on their ex-spouses, vaginal itch on a whining in-

law, or impotence on a faithless lover. We do not resolve quarrels, jealousies, betrayals, or the

sight of another’s success with hurtful magic. Nonetheless, the wish to “fix” other people

remains a temptation. So “voodoo dolls” have become a staple of the popular and mercantile

imagination, yet no evidence exists that the Laveaus ever made or used them. Tourists buy

mugs or posters that say “Voodoo Unto Others before They Voodoo Until You.” They sign up for

haunted house and ghost tours that feature the Marie of legends. Although no reliable

photographs, paintings, or engravings of either Marie exist, a woman like her often visits locals,



even tourists, in visions or in waking dreams. Such images circulate on postcards, books, and

candles and conjure up Marie’s memory.French Quarter streets were designed for horse-drawn

carriages and foot traffic. In the Laveaus’ time, carts called “Black Marias” carried prisoners to

jail and the dead to the morgue. Today plastic flowers decorate the animals and carts that

transport tourists amid delivery trucks and taxis. As we weave our way through the noisy traffic

past the antique shops of Royal Street on our way to the Pharmacy Museum on Chartres, I tell

my friends about the third woman in Marie Laveau’s story—Philomène, daughter of one queen

and sister of another. Philomène was keeper of the keys for the family legacy; she kept their

secrets so well that succeeding generations take her lies as truths. When her famous mother,

Marie the First, died in June of 1881, Philomène spoke with a reporter from the Picayune—a

paper favorable to Creoles and to Catholics. He rendered into English the sweet lament of a

French-speaking daughter who loved her mother but wanted to distance herself from the

accusations doing Voodoo had brought into her household. “All in all Marie Laveau was a most

wonderful woman,” the Picayune article stated. “Doing good for the sake of doing good alone,

she obtained no reward, oft times meeting with prejudice and loathing.” The article concluded

that, as long as God’s sunshine played around her little tomb, the citizens of New Orleans

would remember Marie Laveau.But Philomène’s calm statements did not quiet the

controversies. The next morning, an angry rebuttal appeared. The editorial writer from the

Times Democrat—a Protestant, Anglo-American newspaper—damned the Picayune. Marie

Laveau was no saint. Somebody, they claimed, had been “stuffing our contemporaries in the

matter of the defunct Voudou queen.” The newspaper denounced her—“she was, up to an

advanced age, the prime mover and soul of the indecent orgies of the ignoble Voudous; and to

her influence may be attributed the fall of many a virtuous woman.” The sarcastic article ended

with a single exclamation—“puah!!!”The Times Democrat was correct. Philomène had given the

Picayune reporter a less-than-factual version of her mother’s life. She claimed, for example,

that her mother had been ninety-eight years old when she died—an assertion which, if true,

made Marie the First only eight years younger than her own father, and concentrated her child-

bearing years between the ages of forty-five to fifty-five. Philomène gave false information

about her father’s military service and misrepresented the family’s genealogy. Her obituary is

responsible for one of the most glaring exaggerations about Marie Laveau’s life—the number of

children she and Philomène’s father had. Hardly a “fact” about the family corresponds to

historic records or common sense reckoning. But Philomène’s obituary has become the mythic

standard for her mother’s life.As long as Marie the First, Marie the Second, and Philomène

were alive, newspaper reporters tried to find them—with mixed results. After their deaths,

journalists recycled the tired, old stories of beheaded chickens, midnight sacrifices, and ghostly

graveyards. Then, in 1935, at the peak of the Great Depression, the United States government

employed otherwise unemployed writers throughout the country to collect folklore—tales,

stories, supporting records, accounts from slavery times, and other materials about the lives of

ordinary people unique to their region, records that would otherwise disappear with time. As a

small part of the massive recovery programs, the administrators of the Works Progress

Administration or WPA created a unit in each state called the Federal Writers’ Project. The

crown jewels of the men and women in Louisiana are hundreds of interviews they recorded

and testimonies they collected from 1935 to 1943—in particular, eyewitnesses to Voodoo

celebrations and personal friends or former enemies of both Marie the First and the

Second.The leaders and writers of the WPA Project started with Philomène’s obituary for her

mother and the hostility that surrounded the family in the media of their time. They quickly

became obsessed with their search for the Voodoo queens—it is fair to say they were



possessed. Robert Tallant was a reporter for a local newspaper and aspiring novelist when the

head of the WPA Writers’ Project hired him to prepare some manuscripts for publication. From

these sources and his own prejudices, he compiled a “non-fiction” book he called Voodoo in

New Orleans; it has been in print since its original publication in 1946. Some citizens of New

Orleans told the staff of the WPA Federal Writers’ Project that Marie and her followers were

sorcerers and witches who sold their souls to the devil in return for power or changed little

children into black cats, and Robert Tallant promoted their viewpoint in his book. Because of

Tallant’s book, many people think that the “voodoos” were devil-worshipers who added Catholic

statues of saints, prayers, incense and holy water to their sacrifices of snakes, black cats, and

roosters in rituals of blood drinking and group sex.The citizens of New Orleans who spoke to

the interviewers from the Writers’ Project disagreed with each other at every turn. Marie

Laveau was dark-skinned; no, she could have passed for white. She was rich; she died broke.

Her ghost flies around and slaps people; her gentle spirit is at peace. People of color swore

that Marie Laveau arranged their loved ones’ release from prison through the sheer force of her

personality. White people retorted, Marie Laveau was an infamous enchantress who subverted

justice with black magic. Yes, people admitted, she crossed class, caste, and color lines; but

some questioned the social worth of such transgressions. Many citizens acknowledged that

she was a trance-dancer, a psychic, and a medium—yet that meant spiritual mastery to some

and eternal damnation to others.New Orleanians agreed on only two points—both Maries were

beautiful, and each one wore a tignon, a Creole turban, sometimes called a “madras” because

the brilliantly colored cotton fabric Creole women favored came from India. Old men who

reminisced about a sensuous, sexy woman with a fine, fine figure, had seen Marie the Second

in the years she brought her own brand of glamour and controversy to the city.“Marie Laveau?

Sure I remember her. My, the way she did dress at her jamborees! She was well built and her

lips were large and red like ladies make them now with lipstick, but hers were just naturally red.

She wore a madras on her head. She had nice ways for everybody. She held her head high

and walked a straight, proud walk.”“When I remember her it was around 1870 and she was

about forty years old, but looked younger,” said another man. “She was light and could have

passed for a Spanish lady. The mens used to go crazy lookin’ at her. She had the reddest lips I

ever seen in my life. She wore a tignon, with little curls hangin’ down around her face, and she

always had big gold hoops in her ears. She wore blue dresses that had big skirts and a

shirtwaist buttoned straight down the front and come in tight in the middle; it sure showed off

her bust.” Marie also loved fine jewelry and “always wore diamond rings, large oval eardrops, a

handsome brooch, a diamond horse-shoe, and a plain gold bracelet.”Women did not remember

Marie the Second in the same manner. “Marie Laveau? Who, that she-devil, that hell-cat Marie

Laveau! Of course I remember her,” screamed an old friend of the family. “What she look like?

She wore always a madras handkerchief tied around her head. There were two curls, one on

each side of her face. She walked like she owned the city. She could call spirits out of your

house. She would make pictures come off the wall.”One eighty-seven year old woman could

not be bothered to denounce the priestess. “I don’t know nothing ’bout Marie Laveau,” she

vowed when the interviewers from the WPA Writers’ Project knocked on her door. “And my

iron’s gettin’ hot.”In 1786 a newly appointed Spanish governor, Estevan Miro, published a

manifesto, a “Proclamation for Good Government,” that forbade free women of color to wear

veils, bonnets, jewels, or ornaments of value, to adorn their hair with feathers, or to show their

curls. He ordered free women of color to cover all their hair with a handkerchief or bandana—

the symbol of working, domestic, and enslaved women. The governor’s edict, however, was

largely symbolic. So were women’s responses. Creoles of color turned their tignons against



their colonial masters. Stylish and flattering turbans grew from simple handkerchiefs. Some

women tied the points in front, some in back, or onto the side. The headdresses grew taller;

some tignons had seven points and forbidden curls soon framed innocent faces. Travelers often

reported that tignon-headed free women of color moved through the city as though they owned

it.Marie the First was destined by birth to wear the tignon, the legacy of resistance for women

of her class and color. But Marie the Second was born in 1827, well into the American

administration. The Spanish governor with his jealous rules was long dead, and the American

authorities who took over in 1803 never cared about women’s head coverings; they had their

own sumptuary markers for race and class. Nonetheless, Marie the Second wore a madras

tignon from which her curls peeked defiantly long after the turbans went out of fashion; she

wore them in the traumatic times before and after the Civil War. And she wore them when she

twirled and twisted in spirit possession at the lakefront beaches after an enemy army and racial

apartheid had entered New Orleans. Marie the Second sported a bright tignon to signal her

status and identity. She flaunted her turban, gold jewelry, and a proud walk that announced to

all who saw her—I am not white, not slave, not black, not French, not Negro, not African

American. I am a free woman, a Creole of New Orleans.By the time I finish Philomène’s

strangely slanted obituary for her mother, the stories people told the WPA Federal Writers’

Project, and Marie the Second’s defiance of race-bound rules, my friends and I have found a

place to sit at the Café du Monde beside the levee of the Mississippi. We order cups of chicory

coffee and several plates of beignets, square fried donuts covered with powdered sugar; we

watch the tourists. Finished, we walk along the iron-fenced edges of Jackson Square, admire

the red-brick apartment buildings that flank the upriver and downriver sides of the old plaza,

and pass psychics who will tell our fortunes for a fee. Jackson Square with St. Louis Cathedral

on one side and the levee of Old Man River on the other is, for me, the most perfect urban

space in the New World. At the stone steps of St. Louis Cathedral, we stop; before we enter

and light candles in the hushed sanctuary, I end the informal tour with the legend of the

spiritual bargain Marie struck with her parish priest and confessor.Everyone in her time and in

the century to follow knew that Marie the First was a practicing Catholic. They understood that

she attended Mass at the cathedral on Sunday morning and danced to possession with a great

snake in Congo Square that afternoon. To sustain her double religious lives, it is said, Marie

Laveau made a deal with Père Antoine, the saintly pastor of St. Louis Cathedral and the former

head of the Spanish Inquisition in Louisiana. Marie guaranteed that worshipers flocked to his

church in an anticlerical age and that Catholics observed annual feast days and the

sacraments of marriage, baptism, and Holy Communion. For his part of their bargain, Père

Antoine allowed the Voodoos a gracious ceremonial coexistence and ecclesiastical assistance

in such delicate matters as births out of wedlock or marriages across sensitive social lines.

Marie and other women of color could dance with le Grand Zombi, defy the racial rules of the

American administration, and make magic to find husbands or rid themselves of them; they

could dance, build altars in the side aisles, chant and drum—just fill my church on Sunday and

feast days, he asked in return.When my friends and I have paid our respects to the spirits of

Marie Laveau and Père Antoine, we push open the heavy doors of the cathedral and walk

outside into bedazzling tropical light; we can hear a band playing the music that makes New

Orleans unique, songs of saints and sin and spirits; and a few people in the crowd in front of

the church are dancing.“Marie Laveau, leader of the spiritual bands of Voodoo, and her mentor,

Père Antoine, Catholic priest and saint of the people,” I say to my guests, “sealed their pact on

these steps.”Chapter 2Catholic in the Morning, Voodoo by NightMARIE LAVEAU WAS AN

ESSENTIALLY BAD WOMAN.TO IDOLATRY SHE ADDED BLASPHEMY.—HENRY C.



CASTELLANOS, CATHOLIC LAWYEROn the Saturday afternoon before Palm Sunday in the

spring of 1819, a group of women like the young Marie the First, then seventeen years of age,

carried three boxes of graduated sizes into St. Louis Cathedral. They stacked them up in the

downriver aisle, lifted a heavy painted arch to the top, and nailed it in place. When the

construction was complete, the women covered the platform with a shimmering white cloth. On

two of the stepped sides of the shrine they placed wax dolls about the size of a five- or six-year-

old child and draped silver banners about the dolls’ scarlet-robed shoulders. Beside the statues

they set vases filled with bright bouquets of silk flowers and arranged four rows of

candles.Then, in the quiet of a cathedral afternoon, in the style of adoration that Spanish

Catholics had polished for centuries, the workers raised a statue of Maria la Madonna to the

top of the altar. The image, about two feet high, was “dressed in black velvet,” wrote a visitor

who saw it, and “her robe was drawn out on each side & fastened to the back of the niche so

as to give the whole figure a triangular shape. A silver embroidered cross extended from her

chin to her feet, & at each ear she had a large silver shell.”The following morning, the visitor, a

Philadelphia architect who came to New Orleans to complete renovations to St. Louis

Cathedral and build waterworks for the city, attended the Palm Sunday Mass, and admired the

altar and the statue of the Virgin there in place. To his dismay, however, he found the sanctuary

was “exceeding crowded, & calculating 1½ square to each individual, not less than 1,500

persons can have been present.” The majority of churchgoers that morning were women—

women of color in bright tignons and a smaller number of white women in frilly bonnets—

hundreds of women like Marie Laveau clustered about the altar, filling the aisles. Two other

qualities of the service at the start of Holy Week startled the architect—banks of candles, the

major illumination in churches of that time, burned supernaturally bright, and the music was

sadly disappointing. There was no organ, no hymns, and the choir that “chanted the service

were the loudest & most unmusical that I ever heard in a church.” They sang “in the most

villainous taste imaginable, something between a metrical melody & a free recitative, it is not

easy to conceive anything more diabolical.”
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TLG, “A beautifully written book about a little-known figure. This was a great book for people

who love historical non-fiction and biographies. It’s not a book on magic practices, FYI.Marie

Laveau is a fascinating character, well known around New Orleans, but not so much the rest of

the country. This is a damn shame. She was a remarkable “free woman of color” who lived in

the south pre & post Civil War. This story is so important to cultural history.The author does a

great job painting a vivid picture of New Orleans at that time, sorting out Marie’s various family

members and connections, as well as painting the broad strokes of Voodoo & Creole

cultures.***She makes a point in the forward to tell readers she will include mythos as well as

documentation in this book. Some reviewers seemed upset she had done so — I didn’t have

that issue. IMO, it added color and vibrancy to the book, and it was easy to determine what

was based on myth, and what was based on fact. The author was clear throughout. But it’s

something super academic types may want to know going forward.One part of the book I feel

compelled to add in the review is a cultural piece about Voodoo and slavery. This was a great

piece of lore the author calls gumbo ya-ya. It details Marie’s daughter bringing a plate of food to

the city outskirts at night. People who saw her assumed it was part of religious worship (as

food is a big part of Voodoo), when instead she was leaving food for runaway slaves. I loved

the cleverness of this. The book is filled with similar stories of these people working around

hateful laws and helping each other. Reference: Pg. 83I loved the feel of this book. Historical,

non-fiction, but retaining that air of mystery and magic. A very pleasant, easy read.”

Elena Cislo, “Wonderfully written. I don't normally read biographies or non fiction in general but

I decided to read this one since I have always been interested voodoo and Make Laveau.

Martha Reid did a good job piecing her life together too tell the story of her/their lives. I never

realized how much she did for the colored community and how influential she was in society.

I'm glad I picked this up and was able to learn so much about both Marie Laveaus.”

Charles Bane, “Fascinating. New Orleans is a culture unto itself and voodoo is one original

facet. The city is essentially ground zero of climate change ,and I want to absorb its utterly

fascinating history before it finally slips forever under the waves.”

Doctor Moss, “Myth and Reality. This book tells the story of Marie Laveau, both mother and

daughter of the same name. It's the story of an independent, black Creole woman who

exercised cultural and social power, magical or otherwise, in the racially and culturally complex

worlds of nineteenth century New Orleans.New Orleans in the nineteenth century was a

complicated place. Slaves, free blacks, French whites, southern whites, Creoles, "quadroons",



and Native Americans seem to have moved through worlds with unique intersections in

Catholicism, commercialism, inter-marriage, and the practical concubinage of "placage". Add

to the mix the passage from French rule to American and you get an amazing mass of shifting

racial, political, legal, and religious power relationships. And Laveau seems to have been as

much a master of navigation through that complicated world as anyone could have

been.Voodoo rituals and beliefs certainly played a role in her power, and Voodoo certainly was

"real" in the New Orleans of her time, in its beliefs and practices. You don't have to buy into a

religious acceptance of Voodoo to appreciate it as a sociological force, especially within a

population striving for the power to define and maintain itself in an often hostile culture.Martha

Ward's book, judging from what other readers have said of it, is probably not the definitive

biography of Marie Laveau. But it is a very engaging account of the "story" of Marie Laveau,

both mother and daughter. The author seems as much taken by what people believed of

Laveau as what may actually have been true about her. She does take some pain to separate

truth from myth, but the myth seems to have been an essential part of the history of Marie

Laveau. Ward's sources, which include oral histories recorded via the WPA's Federal Writers'

Project, provide just that same mix of fact and myth-like interpretation.All in all, an entertaining

book that I found intriguing enough to want to read more, more about the factual Marie Laveau

and more about that fascinating tangle of politics, race, religion, and informal sources of power

that made up the New Orleans of her time.”

Patricia Hamblin, “Amazing, Fascinating Book!. Difficult catching which is mom and which is

daughter!”

johnny, “The best book on Marie LaVeau I have ever read.. This book was great. I re-read it

after my first read through just because it was too good to be over. There were religious

practices, history of Voodoo, her personal history as much as it could be dug up, as many facts

as could be proven and some tales and stories that left me feeling connected to the subject . I

truly love this book. I highly recommend it.”

Michael Richardson, “Captivating. This book is a true delight. Beautifully presented and

researched story of the legendary Voodoo Queen.”

Mags, “Five Stars. Fascinating.”

BDW, “Four Stars. Loved it”

The book by Martha Ward has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 152 people have provided feedback.
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