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The Sanctified City
ing continuously.  At the end of this 
summer, I will have managed to exist 
without a fixed address for two years.”

At the time, I was tracking New 
Orleans-based musicians displaced by 
what Christopher called “the Thing” 
— the flood caused by the failure of 
federal levees following Hurricane 
Katrina. More than a decade later, I’m 
still immersed in a story that began as 
documenting recovery from disaster 
but has turned out to be more about 
what it means to honor, maintain and, 
to some extent, save a culture essential 
to anyone’s idea of New Orleans. That 
complex and still-unfolding tale has to 
do with both the odd and longstand-
ing tension between this city and its 
culture, as well as the swift and off-
putting gentrification now under way 
in what some call a “new” New Orleans.

Christopher arrived in New Orleans 
in 1994 from his native Long Beach, 
California, to play a gig at Tipitina’s, 
a storied Uptown club. He fell in love 
with the city, not least for its commu-
nity of highly skilled musicians who 
enjoyed “sitting around in cheap res-
taurants talking about obscure record-
ings,” he said. When a fellow clarinetist 
offered him a fill-in gig on a riverboat, 
Christopher was further seduced as he 
drifted along the Mississippi River and 
watched the sun set over the French 
Quarter. “It was romantic,” he said. “But 
it also sparked a frustration. I realized 
how New Orleans music was being 
relegated to the fabric of tourism and 
hospitality. It took me many years to 
see past that.”

Christopher left New Orleans for 
three years during the late 1990s. He 
came back. While gigging around 
town and recording a series of albums, 
he began working toward a master’s 
degree in musicology at Tulane. If the 
architects of New Orleans clarinet 
tradition were dead and gone, the oral 
histories at Tulane University’s Hogan 

I’ve been listening to Bayou Chant (STR 
Digital Records), a beautiful album released 
in June by clarinetist Evan Christopher, who 
I’ve come to know well through my work 
in New Orleans during the past decade. 
The compositions, nearly all Christopher’s, 
span a range of tempos, moods and styles, 
and nevertheless project a singular focus. 
He’s a masterly player with obvious and 
rare command of a difficult instrument. 
He’s a savvy improviser. Yet his overrid-
ing love of melody, of song forms and an 
accessible sense of clarity steers him away 
from technical displays that might seem 
gratuitous or coy. The music sounds con-
temporary and yet also clearly grounded 
in something sturdy, established, even old. 

“So far, my career has been an explora-
tion of the clarinet style indigenous to 
New Orleans,” Christopher wrote in the al-
bum’s liner note. “Admittedly, the specific 
stylistic elements that constitute its ‘New 
Orleans-ness’ have proven somewhat elu-

sive. Since the passing of Creole clarinetist 
Willie Humphrey, arguably the last of the 
true New Orleans originals, there has been 
a break in the aural dissemination of the 
tradition.”

Christopher is hardly the first musician 
to mine New Orleans musical history and 
to find his voice inspired by a strand of 
this legacy. Yet his version of this story is 
profound for both its creative results and 
its larger implications about context. I 
first encountered Christopher in 2007, not 
through his music but via a forwarded 
email. “I am a clarinetist formerly based 
in New Orleans,” he began. “I do not know 
if I have a compelling story for you but it 
is my story nonetheless. I moved to New 
Orleans in 1994 after completing under-
graduate studies. I was there on and off 
until early 2001 when I moved there more 
permanently. A good portion of my work 
in the last seven years has been touring 
but, since the Thing, I have been travel-
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nonprofit advocacy group with which 
Christopher works closely to promote 
awareness and to argue for policies that 
support the city’s cultural community. 

If you want to understand the subtle 
but powerful shifts that threaten what 
draws musicians like Christopher to New 
Orleans, what holds them there, and what 
born and-bred residents rightly claim 
as their own — a culture bound to jazz 
but actually a distinct tradition — you 
might start by digging into Christopher’s 
column.

“There’s a New Orleans ethos, and 
even if it’s not easily defined, we know 
when it’s in jeopardy,” he wrote recently. 
“Threats from over-dependence on tour-
ism, gentrification and the affordable 
housing crisis give the impression that 
there is a ‘war on culture’ to be fought. 
But understanding why this isn’t true 
is key to letting the spirit of our culture 
steward our community’s future. … The 
beliefs and values that help members 
of a community navigate daily life take 
expressive form in the hands of creative 
culture-bearers. The dilution of our 
culture is the real war to fight.”

While you read, you might listen to 
the showstopper on Christopher’s Bayou 
Chant CD, “Waltz for All Souls.” You’ll 
hear how a determined sense of purpose 
combines with a sanctified feeling, and 
how a sense of history gets distilled into 
something that sounds more urgent than 
nostalgic and truly undiluted..

Jazz Archives could provide “lessons from 
ghosts.” Christopher took in history as 
told by Creole clarinet master Lorenzo 
Tio, Jr. and his progeny of pupils: lesser-
known heroes such as Alphonse Picou, 
George Baquet, “Big Eye” Louis Nelson; 
those who enjoyed celebrated associa-
tions, such as Omer Simeon (Jelly Roll 
Morton), Barney Bigard (Duke Ellington) 
and Johnny Dodds (Louis Armstrong); 
and the best-known master of all, Sidney 
Bechet. 

If Bechet famously left New Orleans 
for Paris, so did Christopher — but not by 
choice. After “the Thing,” Christopher had 
an invitation to establish a temporary 
base there. During that time, he formed 
a wonderful band, Django à la Créole, 
drawing particular inspiration from 
guitarist Django Reinhardt’s work with 
clarinetists, including New Orleans na-
tive Barney Bigard.

“I thought I’d never come back and 
that my music wasn’t about a place, but 
about a vocabulary that I could pursue 
anywhere,” Christopher told me in 2008, 
not long after he’d returned to New 

Orleans for good. “Then I realized there’s 
an aspect that is about the place. There’s 
an aspect of connectedness, and in the 
way people in New Orleans view music in 
terms of its more metaphysical and spiri-
tual aspects — there’s a sacred aspect. 
The sanctified element of performing 
music is integral so, in a way, yes, I feel 
like you’ve got to be here to put yourself 
in that place.”

If Christopher found his voice within a 
musical language specific to his adopted 
hometown, if he felt compelled to return 
for the city’s spiritual resonance, he’s 
also keenly aware that, more than a 
decade past disaster, the place is quickly 
changing. As with the clarinet tradi-
tion Christopher addressed in his liner 
note, the elements that constitute “New 
Orleans-ness” in the city’s everyday life 
have begun to grow elusive, too.

In that regard Christopher has become 
a forceful commentator, mostly through 
his weekly column, “Mac-Notes,” at 
the Nolavie.com website. The column’s 
name is a nod to the Music and Culture 
Coalition of New Orleans (MaCCNO), a 

“There’s an aspect of 

connectedness, and in the way 

people in New Orleans view music 

in terms of its more metaphysical 

and spiritual aspects — there’s a 

sacred aspect.”

-Evan Christopher


