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     New Orleans is a special place.1 It is a city where streets have names like Virtue, Desire, 

Piety, Community, Humanity, Mystery, Music, and Pleasure. On one corner, Jefferson Davis 

Parkway runs into Martin Luther King, Jr. Blvd. Strands of Spanish moss hang from the 

branches of oak trees and float freely in the air when propelled by breezes from the Gulf of 

Mexico. The air is filled with the fragrant and appetizing smells emanating from kitchens 

where expert chefs cook red beans and rice, gumbo, and jambalaya. Men with names like 

Two-Weed, No-Toed Joe, and Seven-Come-Eleven hang out on corners and in taverns and 

pool halls. Musicians named Nookie Boy, Hold That Note Sam, and Half-a-Hand have helped 

shaped the city’s cultural legacy along with disc jockeys who called themselves Ernie the 

Whip, Poppa Stoppa, and Doctor Daddy-o. 

       This is a city of ferocious theatricality, a place where funerals are fun and church services 

are sensual. A long tradition of parading through the streets has led local musicians, dancers, 

and spectators to develop powerful ways of communicating effectively with one another, 

creating a musical commons by building off of each others’ energy. Festive and flamboyant 

forms of display and self-expression permeate the city’s music, dance, dress, song, and 

speech.  These practices prepare participants to anticipate dialogue and to participate in it 

creatively. Fused forms of expression privilege movement and welcome the unexpected. The 

improvised creativity of individuals and groups teaches artists and audiences alike to blend 

sameness and difference, rupture and continuity, speaking and listening, watching and being 

watched.  
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     Improvisation in New Orleans art serves political purposes. Street parades and jam 

sessions serve as repositories of collective memory, as sites for moral instruction, and as 

devices for calling communities into being through performance. Successful improvisers learn 

to size up a situation quickly, to work with others collegially, and to make choices swiftly and 

decisively.  For the Black working class in the city suffering from centuries of segregation, 

exploitation, and humiliation, improvisation is an instrument of struggle, one of the weapons 

of the weak that aggrieved communities everywhere deploy to turn dire necessity into 

unexpected opportunity and promise. 

       New Orleans is a place where things can change quickly, where inspiration and 

improvisation make things happen.  Songwriter Dorothy LaBostrie quit her job as a cook for a 

white woman one day in 1955, explaining to her employer that she was heading off in order to 

write a hit song. The next day LaBostrie wandered into Cosimo Matassa’s recording studio. 

During a lull in the session, Labostrie wrote “Tutti Frutti” in fifteen minutes.2 She lived off 

the royalties from that song for the rest of her life. Things changed quickly for Jean Knight 

and King Floyd as well. On the same day, New Orleans pianist and producer Wardell 

Quezergue recorded songs by the pair in the Malaco Recording Studios in Jackson, 

Mississippi. Over night, Jean Knight was transformed from a Loyola University cafeteria 

baker into a rhythm and blues star known for her song “Mister Big Stuff.”  Floyd King went 

into the studio as a fulltime postal workers and part-time singer. Soon his singing career was 

well underway on the strength of the popularity of the song he recorded in Jackson, “Groove 

Me.”3  

       One day was also all it took for Edgar Blanchard’s Gondoliers to break the color barrier 

in local bars in the 1960s.  They became the first Black band hired in the Perez Lounge on 
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Airline Highway because they responded opportunistically to an unexpected opportunity. The 

regular house band at the lounge up to that time had been Pete Fountain’s all-white Basin 

Street Six. But Fountain’s group consisted of three whisky heads and three pot heads who 

despised each other. One night the pot heads got into a fistfight with the whiskey heads, so the 

owner fired them all and decided he could get better behavior from a Black band, giving 

Blanchard and the Gondoliers their big break.4 

       Not all of the sudden changes that have taken place in New Orleans have been happy 

ones. Many of the city’s Black neighborhoods expanded in population practically over night 

in the late nineteenth century when white supremacists used lynchings, beatings, 

assassinations, and incarceration to defeat Radical Reconstruction and reproduce the power 

relations of the slave era. Decades of residential segregation, unequal education, 

environmental racism, and perpetual police and vigilante violence followed. Musicians were 

not immune to these indignities.  While riding to a performance in Monroe, Louisiana in 1963 

in a car driven by his band’s guitarist, singer Sugar Boy Crawford encountered a state trooper 

who directed the car to the side of the road.  Crawford claimed that the driver of the vehicle 

had done nothing wrong. His refusal to show deference to a white officer led to an altercation.  

The policeman whipped the singer with his pistol so badly that Sugar Boy had to be 

hospitalized for nearly a year. When he secured his release from the hospital, Crawford found 

that the beating damaged him so badly that he had to confine himself to singing ballads 

because could no longer keep up with the band when they played up-tempo numbers. 

Crawford’s injuries forced him to retire from singing as a professional.5  Similarly, the 

Neville Brothers remember when New Orleans police officers picked up their uncle George 

Landry (Chief Jolly) for questioning about an alleged sexual assault.  The policemen could 
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not get Landry to confess to a crime he had not committed. So they had him straddle a desk 

drawer naked and slammed the drawer shut on his testicles. Still, he refused to knuckle under. 

When the authorities found the person who actually committed the crime they released 

Landry without a word of apology.6 

       The joyful artistry that has delighted people all over the world has emerged from spaces 

shaped by oppression, cruelty, and brutality.  It is the barbarism of the Louisiana state prison 

system, especially the slave-like conditions confronting inmates at the Angola Penitentiary in 

central Louisiana, that has “inspired” song lyrics by Juvenile, Bottom Posse, Dr. John, and 

Robert Pete Williams.  Leadbelly, James Booker, Aaron Neville, Charles Neville, and Freddy 

Fender are just a few of the musicians who served sentences at Angola. In New Orleans itself, 

illegal housing discrimination, racially targeted urban renewal policies, school segregation, 

police brutality, and state supported subsidies for “white flight” to the suburbs have relegated 

many Black people to spaces of last resort packed with hazards and bereft of amenities. 

     Yet in politics no less than in art, Black people in New Orleans have consistently been able 

to improvise, to find the right tool for the right job. In the 1920s armed Blacks formed a 

human chain around Marcus Garvey, defending his right to speak at a local auditorium despite 

a police order denying him a platform in the city. In 1979, two hundred police officers 

attempting to storm the headquarters of the Black Panther Party were met by two thousand 

Blacks who had assembled quickly in front of the building as soon as they realized that the 

police intended to attack the Panthers. Their quick thinking and quick action likely prevented 

a bloodbath that day.7 
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       Yet the battle is not over. The struggles over race, space, and power continue in New 

Orleans. The Greater New Orleans Fair Housing Action Council investigates and contests 

illegal acts of housing discrimination. Public housing residents and their allies in the New 

Orleans Survivor Council battle to prevent the destruction of habitable buildings. City school 

teacher Cherice Harrison-Nelson supervises a curriculum that includes a Mardi Gras Indian 

Hall of Fame honoring the local tradition. The Ashe Cultural Center on Oretha Castle Haley 

Boulevard (formerly Dryades Street) serves as a meeting place for community groups, a site 

for creating and exhibiting works of expressive culture, and the locus of an annual 

commemoration of ancestors lost in the Middle passage. The New Orleans Women’s Health 

Center functions as a focal point for political mobilizations based upon the situated 

knowledge of working class women of color. 

      The activities of Students at the Center (SAC) exemplify the importance of improvisation 

as an instrument for community-based art making and art-based community making in New 

Orleans. Artists and activists associated with SAC work with school children and community 

groups to stage public performances crafted to promote dialogue and debate about ways of 

improving local schools and neighborhoods. Community improvement and improvisation are 

crucial tools in this struggle. The key mechanism for SAC is the story circle, an activity that 

uses listening to stories and telling stories as a means of developing participants’ capacities 

for citizenship and leadership. The story circles New Orleans follow the logic and form of 

jazz improvisation, emerging from dialogues at the time of performance rather than being 

scripted in advance.  Students involved with SAC go out into the community, knock on doors, 

start conversations, and invite people to planning meetings and performances. They call a 

community into being through dialogue and performance, inviting spectators to be 
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participants, and helping turn bystanders into upstanders. As Ninth Ward poet, activist, and 

teacher Kalamu ya Salaam explains, “Our program is based on what can work within the 

conditions in which we find ourselves….That’s part of the jazz aesthetic—when it’s your turn 

to take a solo, you can’t say, ‘Well, wait, that’s not the song I wanted to play,’ [No], it’s your 

turn.”8 

         The story circles thrive in a city where social and pleasure clubs, jazz bands, dance 

troupes, and street parades have cultivated a popular aptitude for improvisation. Like the 

Blacks who marched en masse to protect Marcus Garvey and the Black Panthers, 

improvisational artists in New Orleans today fight against the organized abandonment of 

Black neighborhoods, against neo-liberal plans for reconstructing the city to serve the 

interests of investors, against the efforts to deny Black people the right to return to the city, to 

rebuild it according to their needs, and to participate meaningfully in the political process. 

This struggle requires dexterity, flexibility, imagination, and motivation. It depends on the 

inspiration that flows from improvisation, from the confidence that comes from people who 

have learned what to do when. Improvisation in the past has shaped the contours of Black 

culture in New Orleans, giving the city and its people their distinctive tone and texture. This 

past is under assault by local, state, and national leaders who support policies designed to 

make the city’s Black people and Black culture disappear. The grotesque imbalances of power 

that characterize this conflict make it likely that they will succeed. But if any people can 

overcome these odds, it is the Black community of New Orleans who long ago made their 

home town a city of surprises, who have taught themselves to make creative decisions at 

dangerous crossroads, and who know, as their African ancestors knew, that the trickster at the 

crossroads is also the master of possibility. 
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