
history of mardi gras krewes
The history of Mardi Gras krewes is a vibrant tapestry woven through centuries of tradition,
celebration, and cultural expression. Originating in Europe, the Mardi Gras festival has evolved into a
distinctly American phenomenon, particularly in New Orleans, where krewes play a central role in the
festivities. These social organizations are responsible for organizing parades, balls, and other events,
each adding to the rich legacy of Mardi Gras. This article delves into the origins, development, and
significance of Mardi Gras krewes, exploring how they have shaped the celebration we know today.

Origins of Mardi Gras

Mardi Gras, which translates to "Fat Tuesday" in French, marks the final day before Ash Wednesday
and the start of Lent in the Christian calendar. The celebration’s roots can be traced back to ancient
pagan festivals that celebrated the arrival of spring, as well as to the Catholic tradition of indulging
before the season of fasting.

Early European Celebrations

- Pagan Origins: The revelry associated with Mardi Gras can be linked to ancient Roman and Celtic
festivals, such as Saturnalia and Lupercalia, which involved feasting and merriment.
- Christian Adaptation: As Christianity spread, these celebrations were adapted to align with the
Church's calendar, leading to the establishment of Mardi Gras as a festive occasion before Lent.
- French Influence: The French settlers brought their traditions to the New World, particularly to
Louisiana, where the Mardi Gras celebration began to take shape.

The Emergence of Krewes

The concept of krewes began to materialize in the early 19th century as social organizations started
to organize parades and balls in New Orleans. These krewes were formed by groups of friends and
community members who shared a common interest in celebrating Mardi Gras.

Formation of Early Krewes

- The Mystick Krewe of Comus (1857): Often credited as the first modern Mardi Gras krewe, Comus set
the standard for subsequent krewes. Known for its elaborate floats and themes, Comus introduced the
idea of masking and secrecy, which would become a hallmark of Mardi Gras celebrations.
- The Krewe of Rex (1872): Established shortly after Comus, Rex became a major player in the Mardi
Gras scene and is known for its colorful parades and the tradition of selecting a King of Carnival. Rex's
royal theme added a sense of grandeur to the festivities.
- The Krewe of Zulu (1909): Founded by African American citizens, Zulu began as a way to celebrate
Mardi Gras while also challenging social norms and racial stereotypes. Zulu's parades, featuring



unique costumes and cultural references, have become an essential part of the celebration.

The Role of Krewes in Mardi Gras Celebrations

Mardi Gras krewes are integral to the celebration, each contributing its unique flair and traditions. The
krewes not only organize parades but also foster a sense of community and heritage.

Parades and Balls

- Parades: Krewes organize some of the largest and most elaborate parades in New Orleans, featuring
floats that often reflect a chosen theme. The floats are designed and decorated by the krewe
members, who also participate by throwing beads, coins, and other trinkets to parade-goers.

- Balls: In addition to parades, many krewes host formal balls, which are invitation-only events
featuring royal courts, elaborate costumes, and traditional rituals. These balls often serve as a means
of fundraising and community engagement.

Secrecy and Tradition

One of the most intriguing aspects of krewes is their emphasis on secrecy and exclusivity. Many
krewes require membership and have specific rituals that members must follow, which adds an air of
mystery to their activities. This tradition of secrecy fosters camaraderie and a sense of belonging
among members.

Modern Krewes and Cultural Significance

As Mardi Gras has evolved, so too have the krewes. Today, there are over 80 krewes in New Orleans,
each with its unique characteristics and cultural significance.

Diversity of Krewes

- Cultural Representation: Modern krewes represent a diverse array of backgrounds, ethnicities, and
interests. Some krewes focus on specific themes, such as history, culture, or humor. Others may
emphasize social justice or environmental awareness.

- Inclusivity: In recent years, the inclusivity of krewes has improved significantly. Some krewes have
opened their memberships to people of all races and genders, reflecting broader societal changes.



Challenges and Adaptations

The COVID-19 pandemic presented unprecedented challenges for Mardi Gras krewes. In 2021, many
parades were canceled, prompting krewes to adapt their celebrations. Some krewes organized
smaller, socially distanced events or virtual celebrations, ensuring that the spirit of Mardi Gras
persisted despite the challenges.

The Future of Mardi Gras Krewes

As we look ahead, the future of Mardi Gras krewes appears to be bright, with opportunities for growth
and innovation.

Embracing Technology

- Social Media: Krewes are increasingly using social media platforms to engage with their members
and the public. This allows for greater outreach and participation, especially among younger
generations.
- Virtual Events: The success of virtual events during the pandemic has opened new avenues for
krewes to connect with their members and showcase their traditions to a broader audience.

Community Focus

In the coming years, many krewes are likely to continue emphasizing community involvement and
social responsibility. This includes supporting local charities, promoting cultural education, and
fostering inclusivity within their ranks.

Conclusion

The history of Mardi Gras krewes is a testament to the resilience and creativity of the communities
that celebrate this lively festival. From their humble beginnings in the 19th century to their modern-
day iterations, krewes have played a vital role in preserving and evolving the traditions of Mardi Gras.
As these organizations continue to adapt and grow, they remain a vibrant symbol of the cultural
heritage and communal spirit that define this unique celebration. Whether through parades, balls, or
community service, krewes will undoubtedly continue to enrich the Mardi Gras experience for
generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are Mardi Gras krewes?
Mardi Gras krewes are social organizations that organize and participate in the parades and festivities
of Mardi Gras, particularly in New Orleans. Each krewe has its own traditions, themes, and events.

When did the first Mardi Gras krewe form?
The first Mardi Gras krewe, the Mistick Krewe of Comus, was formed in 1857 in New Orleans. It
marked the beginning of organized Mardi Gras parades featuring floats and masked participants.

What is the significance of the colors purple, green, and gold
in Mardi Gras?
The colors purple, green, and gold were adopted by the krewes in 1892. Purple represents justice,
green symbolizes faith, and gold stands for power, reflecting the themes of the celebration.

How do krewes choose their themes for parades?
Krewes often select themes for their parades based on historical events, literature, or social
commentary. The chosen theme influences the design of floats, costumes, and the overall
atmosphere of the parade.

What role do 'throws' play in Mardi Gras celebrations?
Throws are items such as beads, cups, and trinkets that krewes toss to parade-goers as a way to
engage the crowd and enhance the festive atmosphere. Each krewe typically has its signature throws.

Are all krewes open to the public?
No, many krewes are private organizations and require membership for participation in events and
parades. However, some krewes are more inclusive and welcome public participation in certain
activities.

How have Mardi Gras krewes evolved over time?
Mardi Gras krewes have evolved from elite social clubs to more diverse groups reflecting a broader
community. They have also incorporated modern themes and technology into their parades, making
them more accessible and entertaining.

What is the role of the king and queen in a krewe?
The king and queen of a krewe are typically chosen from among its members and play a ceremonial
role during the festivities. They often preside over the parade and related events, embodying the
spirit of Mardi Gras.
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