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These identical residential blocks with shops on the ground floor face 
each other across Jackson Square and are contemporary with the rebuilding 
of St. Louis Cathedral on the Chartres Street side of the square. Of 
red Philadelphia pressed brick, three-and-one-half stories high, their 
facades have pedimented central and end pavilions. At the ground level 
is a continuous colonnade of square stone piers; the openings are filled 
with glazed doors painted green, some leading into shops and others into 
passages to the households occupying the upper floors. When first con­ 
structed, each building was divided by brick party walls into 16 houses. 
Each house had a flagged passageway from the street to the principal 
stairway, a courtyard and service area at the rear of the ground floor; 
the principal floor had a salon at the front, a connecting dining room, 
and kitchen and service rooms in the rear; bedrooms occupied the next 
floor; and the commodious attic provided servants' rooms and storage 
space. The cast-iron galleries and ornament are reputed to be the first 
of a New Orleans tradition. Cylindrical cast-iron columns support the 
gallery in utilitarian contrast to the lacy railings with their pattern 
of tendrils and AP monogram. A continuous balcony at the bedroom level 
uses the same railing design; the construction is somewhat awkward by 
not combining the gallery roof and the balcony floor. Matching cast-iron 
grills fill the rectangular windows at the attic level and the octagons 
in the pediments.

When the Baroness de Pontalba proposed this construction project in 1846, 
it was her announced intention to create an architectural composition 
giving the Place d'Armes, (now Jackson Square), the character of the 
Place des Vosges in Paris. There the arcaded walk is recessed in the 
building mass as at the Cabildo and Presbytere flanking St. Louis 
Cathedral. As completed, the Pontalba buildings have projecting cast- 
iron galleries which shelter the walk. The difference was a pretext 
for the city to rescind a 20-year city tax exemption agreed to in recogni 
tion of her civic improvements.

Micaela Almonester-Pontalba was a client whose difficulties with archi­ 
tects and builders arose from a low opinion of their economic worth to 
her. As a result the Pontalba Buildings are based on drawings and 
specifications of James Gallier, with whom she failed to enter a con­ 
tract, and drawings of Henry Howard, to whom she would pay only a $120 
drafting fee for developing her own designs. The builder, Samuel Stewart 
ran into immediate difficulties when Gallier's specifications, Howard's 
drawings, the Baroness 1 opinions and actual site conditions were incom­ 
patible. Under the circumstances it is surprising that the result was 
so successful. Construction began in 1849, the Upper Pontalba Building, 
on St. Peter Street, was completed in the fall of 1850 and the Lower 
Pontalba Building, on St. Ann Street, was finished in 1851. In 1851 the 
city improved the Place d'Armes with the iron fence and flagstone walks 
still in use.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

A pacesetting example of urban amenity, the Pontalba Buildings combined 
fine residences and quality shops in buildings designed to unify the 
architectural composition of Jackson Square . From their influence, 
ornamental cast-iron galleries became an identifying characteristic of 
New Orleans architecture. Built in 1849-51 they were the fruition of a 
project proposed as early as 1836 by Madame de Pontalba for the sites 
acquired by her father, Don Andres Almonester y Roxas, between 1777 and 
1781. Elements of the design may be attributed to architects James 
Gallier and Henry Howard as well as the builder, Samuel Stewart, but 
they were assembled to suit the baroness, herself. She selected every 
detail, checked every expenditure, supervised construction, and designed 
the ornamental cast-iron scroll work.

Because Jackson Square was the historic administrative center of New 
Orleans and Louisiana, it is appropriate that the Upper Pontalba Building] 
is now owned by the city and the Lower Pontalba Building is owned by the 
State.
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New Orleans Chapter of the Louisiana Landmarks Society and the 
Friends of the Cabildo, New Orleans, 1964.
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7. Description (page 1) Pontalba Buildings

In the immediate post-Civil War years, desirable tenants moved out leaving 
most of the houses vacant; by 1900 poor tenants were crowded in slum 
squalor. While restoration has removed evidences of tenement conditions, 
most of the houses remain divided into apartments. One, known as the 
1850 house, is a part of the Louisiana State Museum and is complete and 
furnished as it might have been when new.

U. Owner's Name:

The Upper Pontalba Building (St. Peter Street between Chartres 
and Decatur Streets) belongs to:

The City of New Orleans
City Hall, 1300 Perdido Street
New Orleans, Louisiana 70112

The Lower Pontalba Building (St. Ann Street between Chartres 
and Decatur Streets) belongs to:

The State of Louisiana
Department of Art, Historical and Cultural Preservation
P. 0. Box 2i£8
New Orleans, Louisiana 70130

GP 0 921-7 24
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