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REFLECTIONS ON LIFE: MARDI GRAS REVELRY DIGS DEEP INTO OUR SOUL 
           
  Mardi Gras, and later Lundi Gras as well, were ambiguous times for me, despite the outrageously 
joyous music of musicians like Henry Roeland “Roy” Byrd, better known as Professor Longhair. 
Whistling, freewheeling his way up and down the ivory with a primal rhythm and beat, the 
Professor belted out his 1959 rendition of “Go To the Mardi Gras” with the joy, passion and the 
very soul of the New Orleans Mardi Gras. That primal rhythm and beat have haunted me through 
the years. 
 
            Upon reading the-above paragraph from my recent column, DOING LENTEN PENANCE CAN 
BE VERY RELATIVE, and viewing photos shot by Sheik Richardson of a score of Mardi Gras revelers 
gathered around the Tomb of the Unknown Slave at Saint Augustine Church in New Orleans, 
Georgina Dhillon, creator/editor/publisher of Kreol International Magazine, excitedly requested 
that I write an expanded version of that paragraph about the Mardi Gras atmosphere in New 
Orleans. 
 
            Immediately, I understood that what excited Georgina Dhillon was the same primal beat 
and rhythm that turns anyone on who is open and receptive to the spirit and soul of that hair-
tingling primal beat and rhythm. It was that same primeval sound that so intrigued me in 1943 as 
a 13-year-old boy who visited my New Orleans relatives, Darryl and Delores Narcisse and their 
daughter and two sons, en route to Saint Augustine Seminary in Bay Saint Louis, Mississippi. What 
I had seen of Mardi Gras in my 206-mile-distant native Lake Charles was just a drop in a bucket. 
 
            There are heartwarming echoes of that same primal beat and rhythm all over New Orleans, 
perhaps the most resounding of which are the electrifying Jazz Funeral and the all-engaging 
Second Line. One of the ultimate things a family can arrange for a beloved deceased one is a Jazz 
Funeral where a brass band escorts the body from the church, playing a dirge pace of “Just a 
Closer Walk With Thee” and similar songs until several blocks toward the cemetery, stopping at 
the front door of the deceased to pay homage if it is not too far away. If the cemetery is near, 
the band will proceed there. Otherwise, they will turn back, changing the dirge to upbeat, 
signifying that the soul of the beloved departed one has been released for heaven. One can say 
that Mardi Gras parades are one bookend of New Orleans life, while the Jazz Funeral is the other 
bookend of the grand celebration that is life. 
 
            New Orleans Mardi Gras revelry is a heart-rending calling out to all will hear. It is a distinct 
earthy echo of John the Baptist in John 1:23, “I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness: 
‘Make straight the way of the Lord.’” Look at it this way. But for the season of Lent, there would 
have never been a Mardi Gras, aka Carnival. The etymological breakdown of the word Carnival is 
fascinating, deriving from the Latin word caro (meat) and the Latin Word valere (to bid farewell). 
Carni-valere, therefore, literally means “to say farewell to meat.” And so it goes for 40 days. 
 



            Although some people get carried away and turn Mardi Gras revelry into lascivious 
behavior, the overall tone of Mardi Gras is the joie de vivre, the sheer joy of living. Amid 
murderous, gut-wrenching school shootings, MS-13 brutality, ISIS insanity, gang and domestic 
violence around this Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave, Mardi Gras makes a statement 
of peace and joy so eloquent that people from around the world come to view its beauty and be 
a part of its festivities. So, despite the wilderness that surrounds us, the joyous voice still calls 
out. 
 
            Our life’s sweet melancholy and bittersweet experiences are captured in the rapture and 
sheer celebration of balls from the Twelfth Day of Christmas; that is the Epiphany, the Christmas 
of us, the Gentiles. Increasing numbers of ca 100 parades lead up to the crescendo of Dimanche 
Gras, Lundi Gras and Mardi Gras.       
      

The Krewe of Rex had 1,600 riders on 50 floats; Orpheus had 700 riders in 2018. Stepping 
off a Coast Guard cutter on Lundi Gras, King Zulu met Rex and set Mardi Gras in motion. All this 
bespeaks the longing of our hearts for everlasting life, personal and profound love, unending 
celebrations of and with our dear ones, the dispelling of all anxiety, and the sharing of all these 
wonders with our families, neighbors and the world. The great Saint Augustine sums it up, “You 
have made us for yourself, oh Lord, and our heart is restless, until it finds its rest in you.” 

 
            Gazing at the lavish, extravagant, sparkling, gigantic floats, it is no wonder one hears that, 
as soon as Mardi Gras day is done, not missing a beat, the 95 New Orleans Krewes hasten back 
to the drawing board in their humongous float design and assembly buildings to make plans for 
the next Mardi Gras extravaganza. 
 
 
--  
"God is love, and all who abide in love abide in God and God in them."   (1 John 4:16) 
 


