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By Aaron Leventhal
Any visit to New Orleans must in-

clude a tour of St. Louis Cathedral, 
the Crescent City’s iconic architec-
tural gem. Located on Jackson Square 
in the heart of the French Quarter, it  
holds the distinction of being the oldest 
Catholic cathedral in continuous use in 
the United States.

Dating back to 1727, the cathedral has 
always been a work in progress. The 
French originally built it as a triple-spire 
sanctuary on the highest ground they 
could find in the city. The church was 
dedicated to St. Louis in honor of Louis 
XV, the reigning French king. It was 
built over several graves, including that 
of Adriende de Pauger, who planned the 

original city of New Orleans.
Louisiana politically passed to the 

Spanish in 1766, and the first Spaniard 
missionaries arrived six years later. 
In 1793, the church was raised to the 
status of cathedral (bishop’s church) 
when the Diocese of Louisiana and the 
Floridas was created. From 1727 to the 
1840s, it was the only Catholic church 
in New Orleans. 

A devastating fire in 1788 destroyed 
more than 80 percent of the city’s build-
ings, including the cathedral. Construc-
tion of the new church was completed 
six years later, and the custom of se-
lected burials in the cathedral’s walls 
below the sanctuary was continued.

Louisiana passed to a new nation in 
1803, and St. Louis Cathedral became 
part of the United States, no longer able 
to rely on the financial resources of a 
king or royal government for support. 
During the ensuing decade, the side 
towers were capped with small spires, 
and four large granite fire cones were 
added to the façade’s top. A decade lat-
er, a belfry was erected in the center of 
the façade. 

In 1850, New Orleans became the seat 
of an archdiocese which included Loui-
siana, Alabama, the Florida Panhandle, 
Arkansas, Mississippi, and Texas. Res-
toration efforts took more than a half-
million bricks, with work done on the 
interior and alter. Through the next cen-
tury, major renovations continued to 
take place because of hurricane damage 
and various historic celebrations.

In 1964, Pope Paul VI raised St. Louis 
Cathedral to the rank of minor basilica, 
citing its antiquity and splendor and the 
historic events it had hosted. On Sept. 
12, 1987, Pope John Paul II worshipped 

in the cathedral, which was elevated 
to Cathedral-Basilica of St. Louis. In 
2003, a cultural heritage center was 
inaugurated, combining the cathedral 
with the nearby Old Ursuline Convent, 
the oldest building in the Mississippi 
Valley.

Recently, Hurricane Katrina’s devas-
tation caused only minor damage to the 
cathedral organ, and no flooding actu-
ally occurred. A new Holtkamp organ 
is used for concerts by world-renowned 
organists from Europe and the United 
States. St. Joseph’s altar has been re-
stored. Flowers, as well as food for 
the poor, are brought to St. Anthony’s 
garden behind the cathedral. Excava-
tion, funded by the Getty Foundation 
at selected sites in the garden, has re-
vealed the city’s earliest architectural 
structure, containing Native American 
and other religious artifacts.

Mass is celebrated seven days a week 
at 7:30 a.m., on Saturdays at 5 p.m., 
and on Sundays at 9 and 11 a.m. All 
services are in English.

The Cathedral-Basilica of St. Louis is 
located at 615 Pere Antoine Alley. For 
more information, visit www.stlouisca-
thedral.org or call (504) 525-9585.

Columbus-based travel writer Aaron 
Leventhal has developed a new small-
group travel service to bring people to 
the destinations he writes about in his 
travel columns. Check it out at www.
leventhaltravel.com. Photos by Beth 
Ervin Leventhal
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