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Lingering Influence of an Obscure
Literary Figure:
Lafcadio Hearn’s Reception in New
Orleans

Brittany Partin

Lafcadio Hearn arrived in New Orleans in 1877,
and he later wrote the following unsavory
description of the city in which he would live and
work for ten years:

“Times are not good here. The city is crumbling
into ashes. It has been buried under a lava-flood
of taxes and frauds and maladministrations so
that it has become only a study for archaeologists.
Its condition is so bad that when I write about it,
as I intend to do soon, nobody will believe I am
telling the truth.”

It hardly seems like a passage the people of New
Orleans would take much pride in, had it not
been for the concluding line: “But it is better to
live here in sackcloth and ashes than to own the
whole state of Ohio.” i

Besides the outright claim that Ohio could in no
way be better than the hot southern city, perhaps
part of what modern readers appreciate in that
statement is Hearn’s bitter cynicism. While his
lingering image in Japan is associated with the
quaintness of folklore and the wonder of nature,
in the United States, he was known for his
attention to details about societal outcasts,
murders, police brutality, and other themes which
may have contributed to the morbid and gloomy
personality he was remembered for. Amidst the
longstanding problems he ranted about in this
statement, however, Hearn had the ability to see
the wonders of the authentic culture interwoven
into that tangle of problems.

New Orleans, founded in 1718 as a French
colony at the southern end of the mighty
Mississippi River, and which was also heavily
influenced by Spanish, Caribbean, African, and
Native American peoples, has a very unique and
multifaceted culture well-known for its cuisine,
music, and Carnival—especially the final day of
the festive parade season, Mardi Gras. The locals,
especially impoverished people and minorities,
will tell you that this culture has its basis in the
hardships of life. They identify with the literary
image Hearn created: In spite and because of
adversity, or because of it, New Orleans has many
layers of cultural depth and a particular vigor
that no other city can even hope to mimic.

Like Japan, New Orleans is a place with not
only a concrete reality, but with an alluring
literary meaning which has charmed and
summoned visitors for several decades. In the
introduction to the 2001 compilation of Hearn’s
writings edited by S. Frederick Starr, “Inventing
New Orleans,” Hearn is credited with not only
making the literary image of New Orleans, in all
its mysterious voodoo and insufferable heat and
hopeless corruption, but also making it an
otherworldly destination known throughout the
United States. New Orleans has attracted many
writers and film makers, and they have continued
to expand on the imaginative possibilities of New
Orleans ever since.

The literary image of New Orleans remains. But
what remains of Hearn’s name? What of his
writings? They are obscure at best. He produced
an enormous amount of literature and
illustrations of the city in the decade he worked
there as a reporter for the Daily City Item and
Times-Democrat newspapers, but much of his
work was unsigned and scattered throughout old
collections only scholars would browse.
Furthermore, he 1is considered a second-tier
writer in New Orleans’illustrious literary history,
and most readers likely stop at the more famous
top-tier.

For those who do know him, however, he is still a
beloved figure in the city’s history due to the
depth and humor with which he wrote about it,
and for the contributions he made to the city’s
fame. For instance, thanks to his cookbook about
Creole cuisine, a Carnival parade celebrating
New Orleans’ renowned food culture is named the
Krewe of Lafcadio in his honor. Despite that it
says nothing explicit about the city’s cuisine, the



aforementioned quote about New Orleans being
better than Ohio is paraded around on a large
sign while famous chefs enjoy a position of royalty
and members of the Krewe hand out wooden
spoons to onlookers. According to the Captain of
the Krewe, John Kelly, “Mardi Gras is about
celebrating the good things and in a kind of
hedonistic way. You are having something good to
eat and drink, and Lafcadio is all about that. He
celebrated what was good and satirized what was

i I
(Carnival Float)
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However, as former Tulane University literature
professor Teresa Toulouse has pointed out, “The
city is always talking to itself about itself. Writers
have become as ingrained in the culture as food...
We know [Lafcadio Hearn is] ours, whether we
read him or not.”ii However many good feelings
people may have towards him because of the way
he lauded aspects of the city culture, there is a
good chance that they have never read any of his
works.

Hearn’s influence transcends his fame. Thanks
to their shared ties with him, Matsue and New
Orleans became Friendship Cities in 1994. While
exchanges have focused on the arts or jazz music,
cuisine, festivals, and youth programs, he
remains an axle around which each exchange
revolves. Visitors to Matsue often prepare by
reading at least a little about or of Hearn’s work,
though many have sheepishly admitted that they
had never been very conscious of him before
taking an interest in Matsue. Many groups from
Matsue, who typically have much more
familiarity with the writer, have visited his
former residence on Cleveland Street, or have
perused the Hearn related collections at the
Historic New Orleans Collection, Tulane
University, and more recently Loyola University
New Orleans.

The locals, however, are more likely to wvisit
Yakumo Nihon Teien, a Japanese garden in New
Orleans City Park named after Hearn. The
garden introduces the writer and has a lengthy
passage from Hearn’s “In a Japanese Garden” on
a plaque for visitors to read and consider as they
observe the surroundings. As Japan remains both
a concrete reality as well as a literary image,
visitors to the garden may be seeking a certain
image of Japanese tranquility and aesthetics, and
through this, they might be introduced to
Lafcadio Hearn or read his words for the first
time, and therefore focus on the sensitive side of
Hearn as opposed to the cynical, morbid side.
Ironic that the man who was known for
introducing Japan to the West is now being
reintroduced to the West through Japan.
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(His former residence on Cleveland Street)

Photos:
A float in a Carnival parade. (Photo graciously
provided by the Historic New Orleans Collection)

Hearn’s former residence on Cleveland Street (Photo
graciously provided by the Historic New Orleans
Collection)

Suggested Additional Reading:

Hearn, Lafcadio. Starr, S. Frederick ed. Inventing
New Orleans: Writings of Lafcadio Hearn.
University Press of Mississippi,2001.

Hearn, Lafcadio. Bisland, Elizabeth ed. The Life
and Letters of Lafcadio Hearn, vol. 1.
Boston & New York: Houghton, Mifflin Co., 1906.

“Lafcadio Hearn in New Orleans”
Danny Heitman. HUMANITIES, May/June 2012 |
Volume 33, Number 3

http://www.neh.gov/humanities/2012/mayjune/featu
re/lafcadio-hearn-in-new-orleans



http://www.neh.gov/humanities/2012/mayjune/feature/lafcadio-hearn-in-new-orleans
http://www.neh.gov/humanities/2012/mayjune/feature/lafcadio-hearn-in-new-orleans

“The Krewe of Lafcadio”

LouisianalLandmarks.org, January 11, 2016.
http:/louisianalandmarks.org/sites/default/files/kre
we _of lafcadio - 2016 information.pdf

“Yakumo Nihon Teien: A Japanese Garden for New
Orleans”

The Japanese Garden Foundation of New Orleans
http://igfneworleans.org/

1 Life and Letters of Lafcadio Hearn, vol.1, p 215.

i “New Orleans chefs celebrate Mardi Gras, parade
in Krewe of Lafcadio Saturday”
Katie Van Syckle, NOLA.com, February 16, 2012.
http!//www.nola.com/mardigras/index.ssf/2012/02/
krew_of lafcadio to roll satur.html

111 “Mardi Gras has literary tradition”
Gary Scheets, NOLA.com / The Times-Picayune,
January 30, 2008.
http://www.nola.com/mardigras/index.ssf/2008/01/
mardi gras has literary tradit.html
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