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James  Gill  is  a  writer  for  the  New  Orleans
Times-Picayune newspaper. The British-born Gill's
columns focus primarily on city and state politics
and on the  legal  system and are  frequently  ac‐
companied by a heavy dose of  sarcasm. So it  is
with Lords of Misrule, a historical account of the
development of New Orleans' most famous cele‐
bration, Mardi Gras. The book recounts the domi‐
nance of certain elements of the city's social and
business elite over the leading Carnival clubs, or
"krewes,"  as  natives  call  them.  Gill  relates  the
heavily racist  undertones of  these old-line clubs
as they took over control of the parades and balls
and imposed their own rules on them. Journalistic
rather than scholarly in style and documentation,
the book offers a probing insight into one of New
Orleans' darker sides. 

The book begins with an account of the New
Orleans  City  Council  meeting  of  December  19,
1991, when the council debated and approved an
ordinance  requiring  all  Carnival  krewes  that
marched in public parades with permits from the
city  to  desegregate  their  memberships.  Intro‐
duced by Councilwoman Dorothy Mae Taylor, one

of  the  city's  most  outspoken  African-American
leaders, the ordinance ignited a firestorm of con‐
troversy, for it challenged the historic tradition of
all-white hegemony over Mardi Gras. Some of the
newer krewes that paraded, such as the spectacu‐
lar Bacchus and Endymion, had integrated their
memberships,  and,  much to  the  surprise  of  the
general public, even the Zulu parade, commonly
thought  to  be  all-black,  contained  members  of
both races.  But  the old-line krewes--Comus,  Mo‐
mus,  Proteus,  and Rex--had retained their  tradi‐
tional insistence on maintaining all-white rosters,
and they attempted to use their considerable so‐
cial  and  economic  clout  to  maintain  the  status
quo. But as Gill recounts, they failed to appreciate
the changing demographics of New Orleans, a city
that by 1991 had a population nearly three-quar‐
ters black. That the ordinance passed came as lit‐
tle  surprise  to  anyone  familiar  with  the  city's
changing  power  structure.  Gill  then relates  the
story of the founding of Mardi Gras in its modern
form. 

During the French and Spanish colonial peri‐
ods, as well as much of the antebellum era, Mardi



Gras  featured  unstructured,  raucous  celebrating
in the streets, often accompanied by violence. In
1857, to give the celebration a more structured or‐
ganization, a group of citizens,  spurred by their
friends  from  Mobile,  Alabama,  organized  the
Krewe of  Comus and staged the first  public  pa‐
rade.  After the disruptions of  the Civil  War,  the
leadership of Mardi Gras was assumed by leading
former Confederates,  many of  whom openly es‐
poused the  violence  and racism of  the  Ku Klux
Klan. Gill describes how Comus and other krewes
adopted many of the Klan's most visible symbols,
including  elaborate  costumes,  codes  of  secrecy,
and racial bigotry. In one of many bloody racial
incidents in New Orleans during the Reconstruc‐
tion era,  the so-called Battle  of  Liberty Place--in
which a large contingent of  armed ex-Confeder‐
ates  defeated  the  Metropolitan  Police  forces,  a
conflict that left two dozen people dead--the insti‐
gators of the rebellion, a racist group that called
itself the White League, was organized and led by
the leaders of Comus and Rex. In 1891, many of
the city's  social  and business elite,  including fu‐
ture Governor John M. Parker and comprising vir‐
tually the entire membership rolls of Rex, Comus,
Momus, and Proteus, became ring leaders of the
mob that lynched eleven Italian citizens acquitted
of murdering the city's police chief. 

In his treatment of the twentieth century, Gill
focuses more on political disputes than he does on
the history of Mardi Gras. He describes the bitter
clash between the leaders  of  the  main Carnival
clubs  and the  flamboyant  political  dictator,  U.S.
Senator Huey P. Long. According to Gill, the New
Orleans elite despised Long and looked down on
him with a large measure of contempt. He also de‐
scribes  the  conflict  that  the  krewe  leaders  had
with Huey's brother, Earl, and their close relation‐
ship  with  Earl's  political  enemies,  including  the
city's mayor, de Lesseps S. Morrison. He describes
how in the 1930s,  1940s,  and 1950s,  Mardi Gras
expanded,  with  the  addition  of  many  new  pa‐
rades, but how the traditional krewes continued
their  domination over  the  celebration.  Gill  then

describes how the advent of the highly spectacu‐
lar Bacchus and Endymion parades in the 1960s
changed  the  face  of  Mardi  Gras  by  giving  it  a
much more popular basis.  Finally,  Gill  describes
how  the  City  of  New  Orleans  filed  a  lawsuit
against the traditional clubs to force them to inte‐
grate their memberships. The case, however, was
thrown out by a state court that declared the city's
efforts and violation of the First Amendment. 

Lords of Misrule is an entertaining book, well
worth reading for anyone interested in the evolu‐
tion of Mardi Gras. It also contains a glimpse into
some  episodes  in  New  Orleans  history  and  the
role  played  by  the  leadership  of  the  Carnival
krewes. Written in a lively, engaging style, it holds
the reader's interest throughout. It is not, nor does
it  pretend  to  be,  a  definitive  scholarly  account.
Gill  is  a  journalist  and  clearly  has  written  the
book for the general public rather than for a se‐
lect  group  of  academic  specialists.  The  book's
greatest strength is its uninhibited examination of
the historical development of Mardi Gras without
the veneer of pomp that has accompanied previ‐
ous efforts. Gill does not hesitate to probe deeply
into the racist views and activities of some of the
nineteenth-century ancestors of some of contem‐
porary New Orleans social lions. The book's main
weakness is its lack of depth. By covering such an
extensive time period--more than two centuries--
in less than three hundred pages, Gill necessarily
provides only a superficial account of many of the
main  events  and  personalities  he  treats.  Gill
writes so well, and his interpretations and analy‐
ses are so incisive, that the reader is left wishing
for more detail. Nevertheless, this book is highly
recommended. 
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