
Defining the CCC as the “People’s Palace” 
proves awkward as there are many social 
factors at play in the Chicago landmark. For 
proper analysis, tourist (and local) 
motivations for visiting the site must be 
assessed through ethnographic methods 
such as participant observation and 
interviews. Pairing anthropological theory 
with this ethnography provides insight into 
how CCC fuels the intellectualism of its 
guests, both native and visiting.  These 
intellectual norms and attitudes mold the 
white visitors’ class identity, granting them a 
feeling of superiority and ensuring their 
continued domination of the site while 
alienating minorities, who only witness the 
exhibits and their white audience from the 
worker’s side as CCC employees. From this 
vantage, the inconsistency in the Chicago 
Cultural Society’s attempted self-positioning 
as a Chicago landmark is clear.

Methods
My research partner and I conducted brief 
interviews with randomly selected visitors 
and workers at the site on Sunday, 22 
October 2017, starting at 10am. We returned 

at the same time the following Tuesday, 
Thursday, and Saturday. These Informal 
structured interviews were paired with 
participant observation. We took careful note 
of self-reported ethnicity, behavior, group 
size, and each guest’s attitude about their 
visit through informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen visitors with whom we sustained 
substantial conversations (longer than ten 
minutes), eight had previously planned to 
visit the Center, while another eight had 
randomly entered. Five of our interviews 
were with individuals who identified as 
“Chicagoans,” while the rest represented a 
wide range of home locales (Australia, 
Georgia, Utah, etc.). Every visitor with whom 
we interacted was white, except one 
photographer, Charlotte, who was 
Asian-American. As previously mentioned, 
the CCC staff were predominantly black. We 
also spoke with a Mexican-American 
volunteer for the CAF. Findings
For the individuals who had planned to visit 
the Chicago Cultural Center, planned 
visitors, the content of the exhibits served as 
their main motivation for attending the CCC. 
Two friends interested in architecture visited 

from Kalamazoo for their birthday. A few 
individuals from around the country 
(including Charlotte), were on a photography 
conference, guided by a Chicago native who 
brought the group to the Center because of 
the rain.  Finally, a couple came to study 
Cooper Hewitt’s exhibit in the Room of 
Plinths to research new information for their 
course at IU Bloomington.
Impulsive visitors, those who entered 
randomly, provided a variety of narratives, 
as one would expect, about visiting this 
Chicago landmark. An uncle and his two 
teenage nieces stumbled upon the Center 
after their visit to the Art Institute—the uncle 
presumed the Center was a library, yet 
remained pleasantly surprised during the 
visit throughout the Dome and the traveling 
exhibitions: “We had no idea this place 
existed. It’s a nice way to get out of the cold 
and off our feet for free.” Four female 
middle-aged Australians (all librarians) saw a 
picture of the Tiffany Dome in the Chicago 
Hop-on Hop-off tourist bus, yet were 
surprised to discover CCC’s proximity to 
Millennium park, from where they just had 
arrived: “I recognized the Dome on our bus 
and really wanted to visit. When we were 
walking around the Bean I saw this old 
building and said let’s go check it out when 
we leave. And we did.” This was a similar 
case to the two women from Atlanta, who 
stopped in after seeing the well-known 
Copper Bull on the Washington Street 
entrance. “I knew this was famous because 
we saw it on the back of our Art Museum 
map” Most insightful, however, was a local 
Chicagoan who sat in the basement drinking 
his Starbucks and reading the news on his 
iPad. He called CCC the “People’s Palace,” 
because of its ability to provide “anything to 
anyone.”  This infers that the CCC can host 
individuals for practically any reason—to 
study, relax for a moment, meet with friends, 
or enjoy the free exhibits. Immediately after 
his eloquent definition, however, the 
Chicagoan complained that there are often 
not enough seats as he gestured to a black 
man sitting at the table next to him.

Discussion
Many of CCC’s guests cited the educational 
aspect of the center as a benefit from their 
visit. In order to understand the relationship 
between this perceived benefit and the con-
struction of the center as a hallmark tourist 
site, it must first be noted, that “no institu-
tion [can] be understood in isolation: all were 

adapted to each other, and piecemeal chang-
es in one component were not possible with-
out either unraveling the whole or setting in 
motion countervailing changes that would 
bring the system back into equilibrium” 
(Goffman 1982: 13). Here, Goffman reminds 
us that there are inexplicably complex con-
nections between various social institutions 
and a proper in-depth analysis is necessary 
to fully comprehend a topic.  This sociologi-
cal tenet serves as a guideline to develop cor-
rect, holistic analyses. Moreover, as Lamont 
says “social boundaries are objectified forms 
of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of 
resources (material and nonmaterial) and 
social opportunities. They are also revealed 
in stable behavioral patterns of association, 
as manifested in connubiality and commen-
sality” (Lamont 2002: 168). This means that 
analyses with differences of phenomena at 
their center will contribute to a greater 
understanding of social identity. 
The striking architecture of the Dome along 
with various architecture exhibits provide a 
visitor with niche knowledge and unique 
‘field research’ to bring back home. Graburn 
discusses this in detail, stating that “histori-
cal, cultural, and ethnic forms of tourism 
have become increasingly popular, all of 
them catering to one form or another of 
modernity’s nostalgia for the premodern” 
(Graburn 2001: 33). Even more so, this knowl-
edge will transcend a visitor’s short time on 
vacation and set them apart from colleagues 
at home who did not have the same experi-
ence. This is obviously the case with the IU 
Bloomington teachers, who mentioned that 
they would utilize what they see in the exhib-
it as examples for future lesson plans.  Simi-
larly, the teacher leading the photography 
seminar worked around the limitations of the 
poor weather, stating that her visit to CCC 
showed a beautiful and unique Chicago. 
Charlotte will use her pictures from the CCC 
to display her specific new expertise.  Thus, 
for both locals and tourists, reference to the 
academic sensation or experience of a place 
becomes the norm in the descriptions of 
their experience and a reason for return. 
Bruner supports this claim, stating that 
“[tourists] go for adventure, for experience, 
for status, for education and to explore” 
(Bruner 2005: 194). Both the impulsive and 
planned visitors framed the site’s didactic 
capacity as useful for their own social bene-
fit. 
Graburn also discusses the “contract between 

the ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at 
home’ and the extraordinary/voluntary meta-
phorically ‘sacred’ experience away from 
home,” (Graburn 2001: 27). Due to the pre-
dictability of such a feeling of sacrosanct 
vacation time, it is apparent that tourists will 
use their experience to define themselves 
upon return. Such is the case with the afore-
mentioned teachers and Australian librari-
ans. Ian Munt dissects Bourdieu’s cultural 
intellectualism as a commodity, where tour-
ism is a cultural good and experiences are 
consumed, and then used to benefit the tour-
ist. He warns however, that “the professional-
ization and intellectualization of travel, 
together with its associated discourse, have 
been insufficient in themselves to ensure 
social differentiation and, more importantly, 
spatial distance” (Munt 1994: 117). This 
means that the ritualization associated with 
travel, and the consequential redefinition of 
the traveler as an educated tourist, can and 
will fuel a social divide. Pierre Bourdieu con-
tinues by assessing how these practices con-
tinually entrench this type of intellectualism:

 “The main effect of these develop 
 ments…may well be to have provided  
 'intellectual production' with, an audi 
 ence sufficiently large to justify the  
 existence of specific agencies for pro 
 duction and distribution, and the  
 appearance, on the edges of the uni 
 versity field and intellectual field, of a  
 sort of superior popularization…”  
 (Bourdieu 1984: 152). 

This suggests that a cyclical pattern is then 
fomented, where the more intellectually-mo-
tivated tourists visit, the more attractive the 
location will be. 
The distance that this intellectualization 
creates between tourists and the non-travel-
ing-other exacerbates social boundaries. 
Because “urban and suburban middle classes 
feel that their lives are overly artificial and 
meaningless, lacking deep feelings of belong-
ing and authenticity,” travel can set them 
apart—travel gives a tourist a social advan-
tage (Graburn 2001: 33). For Charlotte, her 
pictures and experiences will follow her 
home, serving as a piece of her journey. She 
created the stage in her camera where her 
pictures become a sort of souvenir for her, 
sharing the incomparability of her story. 
Chambers reminds us that a “tourists’ goal is 
to get behind the stage that is provided for 
them and find something real to experience” 

(Chambers 2000:19). More broadly, the expe-
riences that the visitors create foment their 
memories and become part of their individu-
al personalities and self-perceptions. Just as 
their celebrations of their journey once they 
have returned home inform their sense of 
self and interpersonal relationships, so too 
do their actual experiences fuel their person-
al identity and social positioning. Lamont 
reveals that a collective identity requires 
both internal and external recognition: “on 
the one hand, individuals must be able to 
differentiate themselves from others by 
drawing on criteria of community and a 
sense of shared belonging within their sub-
group. On the other hand, this internal iden-
tification process must be recognized by out-
siders for an objectified collective identity” 
(Lamont 2002: 170). This separation can be 
seen when individuals returned home to 
show off their new knowledge. 
Morgan and Pritchard also discuss souvenirs 
and their effects on self. They claim that 
“tourism ‘as a system of presenting and per-
formance’, [presupposes] that tourism expe-
rience and its material manifestations con-
tribute to our narratives and performances of 
self” (Morgan and Pritchard 2005:45). They 
continue, “while the postmodern tourist is 
conscious that he or she is a tourist, he or she 
has no single tourist identity but performs a 
variety of roles with multiple texts and mean-
ings” (ibid:40). This means that tourists 
maintain a strict self-identification from the 
experience of travel.  For the tourists (and 
locals) who visit the CCC, the intellectualiza-
tion of the sight fuels a sense of superiority, 
personified well by the man drinking coffee 
in the basement café. Bourdieu supports this 
claim: “Dominant groups generally succeed 
in legitimizing their own culture and ways as 
superior to those of lower classes, through 
oppositions” (Bourdieu 1984: 245). Due to 
their privilege, the intellectuals succeed in 
defining the identity of the center.

Conclusion
With its free admission and long hours, the 
Chicago Cultural Center subtly proclaims 
itself as welcoming to all. As we encountered, 
the site does cater to people from a wide vari-
ety of geographical locations—yet it remains 
largely unvisited by minorities. This is due to 
the high intellectualism the Center fuels. 
With its specialized moving exhibitions and 
historically important permanent collections, 
those who desire to identify as intellectually 
superior (such as the librarians, photogra-

phers, students, and teachers) fuel a pattern 
of intellectual-dominated attendance. Munt 
summarizes the cyclical pattern of intellectu-
al tourism fueling the identification of ‘supe-
rior’ intellectuals. He says that “with the 
emergence of tourism as both an ethically 
and socially problematic activity among 
certain fractions of the new middle classes, 
tourism and tour companies catering for the 
intellectual demands of these class fractions 
are of increasing importance in the legitima-
tion of travel” (Munt 1994: 110). From this, it 
is apparent that the Chicago Cultural Center 
remains an establishment for tourists to 
define themselves as intellectuals for their 
own benefit. They will take home their 
knowledge to set themselves apart from their 
less-travelled (and now less educated) coun-
terparts. Thus, CCC fails to represent the 
diversity of Chicago, yet institutionally is 
devoid of blame for this cultural complexity. 
Overall, certain types of tourism foment a 
superiority complex in the tourist’s perfor-
mance of ‘self.’
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Abstract

When French settlers came to North America in the seventeenth century, they brought 
with them a rich collection of French traditions.  Among these traditions is La 
Guignolée, a song originally performed on New Year’s Eve as part of a begging quest 
where young men in a community went house-to-house collecting donations of food 
and drink that were either donated to the poor or used in later community-wide 
celebrations.  Although La Guignolée was a well-known and widely-practiced tradition 
in North America’s French creole settlements, today it survives in a dwindling number 
of towns across the United States and Canada.  The purpose of this research was to 
show how La Guignolée has persisted and changed in Ste. Genevieve, Missouri and to 
provide that community with a record of its now rare tradition.  A comparison of 
ethnographic data on current Ste. Genevieve community members’ experiences with 
La Guignolée and archival data on La Guignolée practices in the last three centuries 
showed how members of the Ste. Genevieve community have maintained this tradition 
through a combination of community support, performer dedication, and cultural 
preservation.  
  
Key words: La Guignolée, Ste. Genevieve, Creole French culture

Every New Year’s Eve in Ste. Genevieve, Mis-
souri, a few dozen people gather at 7p.m. in 
Valle Catholic High School’s gymnasium for a 
performance they have waited the whole year 
to watch.  They await the charter bus that 
pulls up to the school a few minutes after 
seven, carrying twenty to twenty-five men 
and women dressed as New England colo-
nists, fur trappers, priests, and Santa Claus, 
among others.  These costumed revelers are 
there to perform La Guignolée, a French song 
that has been performed on New Year’s Eve in 
Ste. Genevieve since the town was estab-
lished in the first half of the eighteenth cen-
tury.  La Guignolée, however, is not a tradi-
tion exclusive to Ste. Genevieve.  When the 
French settled the American Midwest in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, La 
Guignolée was one of the most popular songs 
in North America (Berry 1946, 10). Today, 

however, Ste. Genevieve, Missouri and Prairie 
du Rocher, Illinois are the only towns in the 
United States that regularly perform La 
Guignolée.

Methods
Despite its rarity, La Guignolée has been the 
subject of several decades of research, along 
with the broader Midwestern French culture 
with which it is associated.  Several scholars 
brought attention to the study of French heri-
tage in Upper Louisiana— also known as the 
Illinois Country, which encompassed French 
territories in the Midwest, centered around 
modern-day Missouri and Illinois—during a 
cultural renaissance in the 1930s (Servaes 
2015, 39-40).  Their work was echoed by 
researchers in the 1960s and 70s who 
described the decline and subsequent preser-
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Defining the CCC as the “People’s Palace” 
proves awkward as there are many social 
factors at play in the Chicago landmark. For 
proper analysis, tourist (and local) 
motivations for visiting the site must be 
assessed through ethnographic methods 
such as participant observation and 
interviews. Pairing anthropological theory 
with this ethnography provides insight into 
how CCC fuels the intellectualism of its 
guests, both native and visiting.  These 
intellectual norms and attitudes mold the 
white visitors’ class identity, granting them a 
feeling of superiority and ensuring their 
continued domination of the site while 
alienating minorities, who only witness the 
exhibits and their white audience from the 
worker’s side as CCC employees. From this 
vantage, the inconsistency in the Chicago 
Cultural Society’s attempted self-positioning 
as a Chicago landmark is clear.

Methods
My research partner and I conducted brief 
interviews with randomly selected visitors 
and workers at the site on Sunday, 22 
October 2017, starting at 10am. We returned 

at the same time the following Tuesday, 
Thursday, and Saturday. These Informal 
structured interviews were paired with 
participant observation. We took careful note 
of self-reported ethnicity, behavior, group 
size, and each guest’s attitude about their 
visit through informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen visitors with whom we sustained 
substantial conversations (longer than ten 
minutes), eight had previously planned to 
visit the Center, while another eight had 
randomly entered. Five of our interviews 
were with individuals who identified as 
“Chicagoans,” while the rest represented a 
wide range of home locales (Australia, 
Georgia, Utah, etc.). Every visitor with whom 
we interacted was white, except one 
photographer, Charlotte, who was 
Asian-American. As previously mentioned, 
the CCC staff were predominantly black. We 
also spoke with a Mexican-American 
volunteer for the CAF. Findings
For the individuals who had planned to visit 
the Chicago Cultural Center, planned 
visitors, the content of the exhibits served as 
their main motivation for attending the CCC. 
Two friends interested in architecture visited 

from Kalamazoo for their birthday. A few 
individuals from around the country 
(including Charlotte), were on a photography 
conference, guided by a Chicago native who 
brought the group to the Center because of 
the rain.  Finally, a couple came to study 
Cooper Hewitt’s exhibit in the Room of 
Plinths to research new information for their 
course at IU Bloomington.
Impulsive visitors, those who entered 
randomly, provided a variety of narratives, 
as one would expect, about visiting this 
Chicago landmark. An uncle and his two 
teenage nieces stumbled upon the Center 
after their visit to the Art Institute—the uncle 
presumed the Center was a library, yet 
remained pleasantly surprised during the 
visit throughout the Dome and the traveling 
exhibitions: “We had no idea this place 
existed. It’s a nice way to get out of the cold 
and off our feet for free.” Four female 
middle-aged Australians (all librarians) saw a 
picture of the Tiffany Dome in the Chicago 
Hop-on Hop-off tourist bus, yet were 
surprised to discover CCC’s proximity to 
Millennium park, from where they just had 
arrived: “I recognized the Dome on our bus 
and really wanted to visit. When we were 
walking around the Bean I saw this old 
building and said let’s go check it out when 
we leave. And we did.” This was a similar 
case to the two women from Atlanta, who 
stopped in after seeing the well-known 
Copper Bull on the Washington Street 
entrance. “I knew this was famous because 
we saw it on the back of our Art Museum 
map” Most insightful, however, was a local 
Chicagoan who sat in the basement drinking 
his Starbucks and reading the news on his 
iPad. He called CCC the “People’s Palace,” 
because of its ability to provide “anything to 
anyone.”  This infers that the CCC can host 
individuals for practically any reason—to 
study, relax for a moment, meet with friends, 
or enjoy the free exhibits. Immediately after 
his eloquent definition, however, the 
Chicagoan complained that there are often 
not enough seats as he gestured to a black 
man sitting at the table next to him.

Discussion
Many of CCC’s guests cited the educational 
aspect of the center as a benefit from their 
visit. In order to understand the relationship 
between this perceived benefit and the con-
struction of the center as a hallmark tourist 
site, it must first be noted, that “no institu-
tion [can] be understood in isolation: all were 

adapted to each other, and piecemeal chang-
es in one component were not possible with-
out either unraveling the whole or setting in 
motion countervailing changes that would 
bring the system back into equilibrium” 
(Goffman 1982: 13). Here, Goffman reminds 
us that there are inexplicably complex con-
nections between various social institutions 
and a proper in-depth analysis is necessary 
to fully comprehend a topic.  This sociologi-
cal tenet serves as a guideline to develop cor-
rect, holistic analyses. Moreover, as Lamont 
says “social boundaries are objectified forms 
of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of 
resources (material and nonmaterial) and 
social opportunities. They are also revealed 
in stable behavioral patterns of association, 
as manifested in connubiality and commen-
sality” (Lamont 2002: 168). This means that 
analyses with differences of phenomena at 
their center will contribute to a greater 
understanding of social identity. 
The striking architecture of the Dome along 
with various architecture exhibits provide a 
visitor with niche knowledge and unique 
‘field research’ to bring back home. Graburn 
discusses this in detail, stating that “histori-
cal, cultural, and ethnic forms of tourism 
have become increasingly popular, all of 
them catering to one form or another of 
modernity’s nostalgia for the premodern” 
(Graburn 2001: 33). Even more so, this knowl-
edge will transcend a visitor’s short time on 
vacation and set them apart from colleagues 
at home who did not have the same experi-
ence. This is obviously the case with the IU 
Bloomington teachers, who mentioned that 
they would utilize what they see in the exhib-
it as examples for future lesson plans.  Simi-
larly, the teacher leading the photography 
seminar worked around the limitations of the 
poor weather, stating that her visit to CCC 
showed a beautiful and unique Chicago. 
Charlotte will use her pictures from the CCC 
to display her specific new expertise.  Thus, 
for both locals and tourists, reference to the 
academic sensation or experience of a place 
becomes the norm in the descriptions of 
their experience and a reason for return. 
Bruner supports this claim, stating that 
“[tourists] go for adventure, for experience, 
for status, for education and to explore” 
(Bruner 2005: 194). Both the impulsive and 
planned visitors framed the site’s didactic 
capacity as useful for their own social bene-
fit. 
Graburn also discusses the “contract between 

the ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at 
home’ and the extraordinary/voluntary meta-
phorically ‘sacred’ experience away from 
home,” (Graburn 2001: 27). Due to the pre-
dictability of such a feeling of sacrosanct 
vacation time, it is apparent that tourists will 
use their experience to define themselves 
upon return. Such is the case with the afore-
mentioned teachers and Australian librari-
ans. Ian Munt dissects Bourdieu’s cultural 
intellectualism as a commodity, where tour-
ism is a cultural good and experiences are 
consumed, and then used to benefit the tour-
ist. He warns however, that “the professional-
ization and intellectualization of travel, 
together with its associated discourse, have 
been insufficient in themselves to ensure 
social differentiation and, more importantly, 
spatial distance” (Munt 1994: 117). This 
means that the ritualization associated with 
travel, and the consequential redefinition of 
the traveler as an educated tourist, can and 
will fuel a social divide. Pierre Bourdieu con-
tinues by assessing how these practices con-
tinually entrench this type of intellectualism:

 “The main effect of these develop 
 ments…may well be to have provided  
 'intellectual production' with, an audi 
 ence sufficiently large to justify the  
 existence of specific agencies for pro 
 duction and distribution, and the  
 appearance, on the edges of the uni 
 versity field and intellectual field, of a  
 sort of superior popularization…”  
 (Bourdieu 1984: 152). 

This suggests that a cyclical pattern is then 
fomented, where the more intellectually-mo-
tivated tourists visit, the more attractive the 
location will be. 
The distance that this intellectualization 
creates between tourists and the non-travel-
ing-other exacerbates social boundaries. 
Because “urban and suburban middle classes 
feel that their lives are overly artificial and 
meaningless, lacking deep feelings of belong-
ing and authenticity,” travel can set them 
apart—travel gives a tourist a social advan-
tage (Graburn 2001: 33). For Charlotte, her 
pictures and experiences will follow her 
home, serving as a piece of her journey. She 
created the stage in her camera where her 
pictures become a sort of souvenir for her, 
sharing the incomparability of her story. 
Chambers reminds us that a “tourists’ goal is 
to get behind the stage that is provided for 
them and find something real to experience” 

(Chambers 2000:19). More broadly, the expe-
riences that the visitors create foment their 
memories and become part of their individu-
al personalities and self-perceptions. Just as 
their celebrations of their journey once they 
have returned home inform their sense of 
self and interpersonal relationships, so too 
do their actual experiences fuel their person-
al identity and social positioning. Lamont 
reveals that a collective identity requires 
both internal and external recognition: “on 
the one hand, individuals must be able to 
differentiate themselves from others by 
drawing on criteria of community and a 
sense of shared belonging within their sub-
group. On the other hand, this internal iden-
tification process must be recognized by out-
siders for an objectified collective identity” 
(Lamont 2002: 170). This separation can be 
seen when individuals returned home to 
show off their new knowledge. 
Morgan and Pritchard also discuss souvenirs 
and their effects on self. They claim that 
“tourism ‘as a system of presenting and per-
formance’, [presupposes] that tourism expe-
rience and its material manifestations con-
tribute to our narratives and performances of 
self” (Morgan and Pritchard 2005:45). They 
continue, “while the postmodern tourist is 
conscious that he or she is a tourist, he or she 
has no single tourist identity but performs a 
variety of roles with multiple texts and mean-
ings” (ibid:40). This means that tourists 
maintain a strict self-identification from the 
experience of travel.  For the tourists (and 
locals) who visit the CCC, the intellectualiza-
tion of the sight fuels a sense of superiority, 
personified well by the man drinking coffee 
in the basement café. Bourdieu supports this 
claim: “Dominant groups generally succeed 
in legitimizing their own culture and ways as 
superior to those of lower classes, through 
oppositions” (Bourdieu 1984: 245). Due to 
their privilege, the intellectuals succeed in 
defining the identity of the center.

Conclusion
With its free admission and long hours, the 
Chicago Cultural Center subtly proclaims 
itself as welcoming to all. As we encountered, 
the site does cater to people from a wide vari-
ety of geographical locations—yet it remains 
largely unvisited by minorities. This is due to 
the high intellectualism the Center fuels. 
With its specialized moving exhibitions and 
historically important permanent collections, 
those who desire to identify as intellectually 
superior (such as the librarians, photogra-

phers, students, and teachers) fuel a pattern 
of intellectual-dominated attendance. Munt 
summarizes the cyclical pattern of intellectu-
al tourism fueling the identification of ‘supe-
rior’ intellectuals. He says that “with the 
emergence of tourism as both an ethically 
and socially problematic activity among 
certain fractions of the new middle classes, 
tourism and tour companies catering for the 
intellectual demands of these class fractions 
are of increasing importance in the legitima-
tion of travel” (Munt 1994: 110). From this, it 
is apparent that the Chicago Cultural Center 
remains an establishment for tourists to 
define themselves as intellectuals for their 
own benefit. They will take home their 
knowledge to set themselves apart from their 
less-travelled (and now less educated) coun-
terparts. Thus, CCC fails to represent the 
diversity of Chicago, yet institutionally is 
devoid of blame for this cultural complexity. 
Overall, certain types of tourism foment a 
superiority complex in the tourist’s perfor-
mance of ‘self.’
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vation of French traditions like La Guignolée 
as part of a period of revived interest in 
cultural preservation known as the Ethnic 
Revival (Sexton 2004).  
The most recent study of La Guignolée is 
Anna Servaes’ Franco-American Identity, 
Community, and La Guiannée.  In her book, 
Servaes outlines the historical context of La 
Guignolée and uses theories from Victor 
Turner concerning heritage and collective 
memory to understand how Franco-American 
traditions like La Guignolée help preserve 
French identity and community in places like 
Ste. Genevieve and Prairie du Rocher.  After 
reading through some of Servaes’s descrip-
tion of how La Guignolée maintains and rein-
forces the membership of French communi-
ties, I became curious about the specifics 
that allowed La Guignolée to survive in the 
Ste. Genevieve community.  I grew up watch-
ing La Guignolée every New Year’s Eve in Ste. 
Genevieve’s Valley Catholic School, but I 
knew the La Guignolée I was used to was far 
removed from the original La Guignolée and 
also different from the Prairie du Rocher 
group.  So, I set out to understand what 
changes in the last few decades specifically 
allowed La Guignolée to survive in Ste. Gene-
vieve and how increased tourism and the 
efforts of individual performers and commu-
nity members have shaped Ste. Genevieve’s 
group in recent years.  
To do this, I looked at a variety of newspa-
pers and other primary sources printed in or 
about Ste. Genevieve throughout the town’s 
history, as well as secondary academic publi-
cations that discussed the decline of French 
culture in North America and the history of 
La Guignolée performances.  From this infor-
mation, I constructed a timeline of changes 
in North American French culture from the 
eighteenth to twentieth century and the sub-
sequent effects these changes had on La 
Guignolée practices in Ste. Genevieve to pro-
vide a historical background for the ethno-
graphic data I collected.  I then interviewed 
five members of the Ste. Genevieve commu-
nity, three La Guignolée performers and two 
non-performers, about their knowledge of 
and experience with La Guignolée to gain a 
deeper understanding for how Ste. Gene-
vieve’s community has preserved La 
Guignolée, and the changes Ste. Genevieve’s 
La Guignolée group has experienced in the 
twenty-first century.  I compiled a list of past 
and present members of the Ste. Genevieve 
La Guignolée group and contacted them, 
using snowball sampling to identify other 

potential participants, until I found five indi-
viduals willing to participate in my project 
(Bernard 1988, 98).  I used semi-structured 
interviews, during which I asked each partici-
pant a series of open-ended questions about 
their knowledge of La Guignolée, their partic-
ipation with the group if applicable, the 
structure of La Guignolée performances, and 
changes in La Guignolée customs over the 
last few decades (Bernard 1988, 204).  Sub-
jects were encouraged to share as much or as 
little information as they liked.  With both the 
archival and ethnographic data, I examined 
how factors in Ste. Genevieve’s history led to 
a decline of French culture, and how 
intra-community and individual preservation 
efforts, along with increased tourism, affect-
ed La Guignolée in the last decades.

The Early La Guignolée
La Guignolée is a song that French settlers 
brought with them when they landed in 
Canada and later moved into Upper Louisiana 
at the start of the eighteenth century (Dor-
rance 1935, 10).  La Guignolée was tradition-
ally performed on New Year’s Eve in North 
American towns as part of a begging quest 
ritual, during which performers collected 
food for a later celebration. During the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, young men 
in French settlements would gather in secret 
locations on New Year’s Eve to don their 
disguises for their night of revelry; these cos-
tumes were often composed of masks, 
cork-blackened faces, ragged or inside out 
clothing, household items, and strange hats 
(Sexton and Oster, 2001, 206).  Groups were 
composed of fiddlers who played their 
violins, leaders who called out La Guignolée’s 
lyrics, and singers who repeated the lyrics 
backs; there were three to four groups of 
10-20 performers per community (Thomas 
1984, 151). 
The procedure for La Guignolée performanc-
es was simple: after performers gathered, 
they visited as many houses as they could 
before the next morning, attempting to make 
20-30 stops (Thomas 1984, 151).  When a 
group arrived at a house, they would begin 
singing the first verse of La Guignolée out-
side on the porch or gallery of a home; if the 
householde was amenable, the group would 
enter the house to finish their performance 
(Thomas 1984, 151).  Once inside, the group 
would continue their song, which asked for 
large cuts of meat and various donations, 
with two scheduled interruptions built into 
the performance.  The first was a solo about 
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Defining the CCC as the “People’s Palace” 
proves awkward as there are many social 
factors at play in the Chicago landmark. For 
proper analysis, tourist (and local) 
motivations for visiting the site must be 
assessed through ethnographic methods 
such as participant observation and 
interviews. Pairing anthropological theory 
with this ethnography provides insight into 
how CCC fuels the intellectualism of its 
guests, both native and visiting.  These 
intellectual norms and attitudes mold the 
white visitors’ class identity, granting them a 
feeling of superiority and ensuring their 
continued domination of the site while 
alienating minorities, who only witness the 
exhibits and their white audience from the 
worker’s side as CCC employees. From this 
vantage, the inconsistency in the Chicago 
Cultural Society’s attempted self-positioning 
as a Chicago landmark is clear.

Methods
My research partner and I conducted brief 
interviews with randomly selected visitors 
and workers at the site on Sunday, 22 
October 2017, starting at 10am. We returned 

at the same time the following Tuesday, 
Thursday, and Saturday. These Informal 
structured interviews were paired with 
participant observation. We took careful note 
of self-reported ethnicity, behavior, group 
size, and each guest’s attitude about their 
visit through informal interviews. Of the 
sixteen visitors with whom we sustained 
substantial conversations (longer than ten 
minutes), eight had previously planned to 
visit the Center, while another eight had 
randomly entered. Five of our interviews 
were with individuals who identified as 
“Chicagoans,” while the rest represented a 
wide range of home locales (Australia, 
Georgia, Utah, etc.). Every visitor with whom 
we interacted was white, except one 
photographer, Charlotte, who was 
Asian-American. As previously mentioned, 
the CCC staff were predominantly black. We 
also spoke with a Mexican-American 
volunteer for the CAF. Findings
For the individuals who had planned to visit 
the Chicago Cultural Center, planned 
visitors, the content of the exhibits served as 
their main motivation for attending the CCC. 
Two friends interested in architecture visited 

from Kalamazoo for their birthday. A few 
individuals from around the country 
(including Charlotte), were on a photography 
conference, guided by a Chicago native who 
brought the group to the Center because of 
the rain.  Finally, a couple came to study 
Cooper Hewitt’s exhibit in the Room of 
Plinths to research new information for their 
course at IU Bloomington.
Impulsive visitors, those who entered 
randomly, provided a variety of narratives, 
as one would expect, about visiting this 
Chicago landmark. An uncle and his two 
teenage nieces stumbled upon the Center 
after their visit to the Art Institute—the uncle 
presumed the Center was a library, yet 
remained pleasantly surprised during the 
visit throughout the Dome and the traveling 
exhibitions: “We had no idea this place 
existed. It’s a nice way to get out of the cold 
and off our feet for free.” Four female 
middle-aged Australians (all librarians) saw a 
picture of the Tiffany Dome in the Chicago 
Hop-on Hop-off tourist bus, yet were 
surprised to discover CCC’s proximity to 
Millennium park, from where they just had 
arrived: “I recognized the Dome on our bus 
and really wanted to visit. When we were 
walking around the Bean I saw this old 
building and said let’s go check it out when 
we leave. And we did.” This was a similar 
case to the two women from Atlanta, who 
stopped in after seeing the well-known 
Copper Bull on the Washington Street 
entrance. “I knew this was famous because 
we saw it on the back of our Art Museum 
map” Most insightful, however, was a local 
Chicagoan who sat in the basement drinking 
his Starbucks and reading the news on his 
iPad. He called CCC the “People’s Palace,” 
because of its ability to provide “anything to 
anyone.”  This infers that the CCC can host 
individuals for practically any reason—to 
study, relax for a moment, meet with friends, 
or enjoy the free exhibits. Immediately after 
his eloquent definition, however, the 
Chicagoan complained that there are often 
not enough seats as he gestured to a black 
man sitting at the table next to him.

Discussion
Many of CCC’s guests cited the educational 
aspect of the center as a benefit from their 
visit. In order to understand the relationship 
between this perceived benefit and the con-
struction of the center as a hallmark tourist 
site, it must first be noted, that “no institu-
tion [can] be understood in isolation: all were 

adapted to each other, and piecemeal chang-
es in one component were not possible with-
out either unraveling the whole or setting in 
motion countervailing changes that would 
bring the system back into equilibrium” 
(Goffman 1982: 13). Here, Goffman reminds 
us that there are inexplicably complex con-
nections between various social institutions 
and a proper in-depth analysis is necessary 
to fully comprehend a topic.  This sociologi-
cal tenet serves as a guideline to develop cor-
rect, holistic analyses. Moreover, as Lamont 
says “social boundaries are objectified forms 
of social differences manifested in unequal 
access to and unequal distribution of 
resources (material and nonmaterial) and 
social opportunities. They are also revealed 
in stable behavioral patterns of association, 
as manifested in connubiality and commen-
sality” (Lamont 2002: 168). This means that 
analyses with differences of phenomena at 
their center will contribute to a greater 
understanding of social identity. 
The striking architecture of the Dome along 
with various architecture exhibits provide a 
visitor with niche knowledge and unique 
‘field research’ to bring back home. Graburn 
discusses this in detail, stating that “histori-
cal, cultural, and ethnic forms of tourism 
have become increasingly popular, all of 
them catering to one form or another of 
modernity’s nostalgia for the premodern” 
(Graburn 2001: 33). Even more so, this knowl-
edge will transcend a visitor’s short time on 
vacation and set them apart from colleagues 
at home who did not have the same experi-
ence. This is obviously the case with the IU 
Bloomington teachers, who mentioned that 
they would utilize what they see in the exhib-
it as examples for future lesson plans.  Simi-
larly, the teacher leading the photography 
seminar worked around the limitations of the 
poor weather, stating that her visit to CCC 
showed a beautiful and unique Chicago. 
Charlotte will use her pictures from the CCC 
to display her specific new expertise.  Thus, 
for both locals and tourists, reference to the 
academic sensation or experience of a place 
becomes the norm in the descriptions of 
their experience and a reason for return. 
Bruner supports this claim, stating that 
“[tourists] go for adventure, for experience, 
for status, for education and to explore” 
(Bruner 2005: 194). Both the impulsive and 
planned visitors framed the site’s didactic 
capacity as useful for their own social bene-
fit. 
Graburn also discusses the “contract between 

the ordinary/compulsory work state spent ‘at 
home’ and the extraordinary/voluntary meta-
phorically ‘sacred’ experience away from 
home,” (Graburn 2001: 27). Due to the pre-
dictability of such a feeling of sacrosanct 
vacation time, it is apparent that tourists will 
use their experience to define themselves 
upon return. Such is the case with the afore-
mentioned teachers and Australian librari-
ans. Ian Munt dissects Bourdieu’s cultural 
intellectualism as a commodity, where tour-
ism is a cultural good and experiences are 
consumed, and then used to benefit the tour-
ist. He warns however, that “the professional-
ization and intellectualization of travel, 
together with its associated discourse, have 
been insufficient in themselves to ensure 
social differentiation and, more importantly, 
spatial distance” (Munt 1994: 117). This 
means that the ritualization associated with 
travel, and the consequential redefinition of 
the traveler as an educated tourist, can and 
will fuel a social divide. Pierre Bourdieu con-
tinues by assessing how these practices con-
tinually entrench this type of intellectualism:

 “The main effect of these develop 
 ments…may well be to have provided  
 'intellectual production' with, an audi 
 ence sufficiently large to justify the  
 existence of specific agencies for pro 
 duction and distribution, and the  
 appearance, on the edges of the uni 
 versity field and intellectual field, of a  
 sort of superior popularization…”  
 (Bourdieu 1984: 152). 

This suggests that a cyclical pattern is then 
fomented, where the more intellectually-mo-
tivated tourists visit, the more attractive the 
location will be. 
The distance that this intellectualization 
creates between tourists and the non-travel-
ing-other exacerbates social boundaries. 
Because “urban and suburban middle classes 
feel that their lives are overly artificial and 
meaningless, lacking deep feelings of belong-
ing and authenticity,” travel can set them 
apart—travel gives a tourist a social advan-
tage (Graburn 2001: 33). For Charlotte, her 
pictures and experiences will follow her 
home, serving as a piece of her journey. She 
created the stage in her camera where her 
pictures become a sort of souvenir for her, 
sharing the incomparability of her story. 
Chambers reminds us that a “tourists’ goal is 
to get behind the stage that is provided for 
them and find something real to experience” 

(Chambers 2000:19). More broadly, the expe-
riences that the visitors create foment their 
memories and become part of their individu-
al personalities and self-perceptions. Just as 
their celebrations of their journey once they 
have returned home inform their sense of 
self and interpersonal relationships, so too 
do their actual experiences fuel their person-
al identity and social positioning. Lamont 
reveals that a collective identity requires 
both internal and external recognition: “on 
the one hand, individuals must be able to 
differentiate themselves from others by 
drawing on criteria of community and a 
sense of shared belonging within their sub-
group. On the other hand, this internal iden-
tification process must be recognized by out-
siders for an objectified collective identity” 
(Lamont 2002: 170). This separation can be 
seen when individuals returned home to 
show off their new knowledge. 
Morgan and Pritchard also discuss souvenirs 
and their effects on self. They claim that 
“tourism ‘as a system of presenting and per-
formance’, [presupposes] that tourism expe-
rience and its material manifestations con-
tribute to our narratives and performances of 
self” (Morgan and Pritchard 2005:45). They 
continue, “while the postmodern tourist is 
conscious that he or she is a tourist, he or she 
has no single tourist identity but performs a 
variety of roles with multiple texts and mean-
ings” (ibid:40). This means that tourists 
maintain a strict self-identification from the 
experience of travel.  For the tourists (and 
locals) who visit the CCC, the intellectualiza-
tion of the sight fuels a sense of superiority, 
personified well by the man drinking coffee 
in the basement café. Bourdieu supports this 
claim: “Dominant groups generally succeed 
in legitimizing their own culture and ways as 
superior to those of lower classes, through 
oppositions” (Bourdieu 1984: 245). Due to 
their privilege, the intellectuals succeed in 
defining the identity of the center.

Conclusion
With its free admission and long hours, the 
Chicago Cultural Center subtly proclaims 
itself as welcoming to all. As we encountered, 
the site does cater to people from a wide vari-
ety of geographical locations—yet it remains 
largely unvisited by minorities. This is due to 
the high intellectualism the Center fuels. 
With its specialized moving exhibitions and 
historically important permanent collections, 
those who desire to identify as intellectually 
superior (such as the librarians, photogra-

phers, students, and teachers) fuel a pattern 
of intellectual-dominated attendance. Munt 
summarizes the cyclical pattern of intellectu-
al tourism fueling the identification of ‘supe-
rior’ intellectuals. He says that “with the 
emergence of tourism as both an ethically 
and socially problematic activity among 
certain fractions of the new middle classes, 
tourism and tour companies catering for the 
intellectual demands of these class fractions 
are of increasing importance in the legitima-
tion of travel” (Munt 1994: 110). From this, it 
is apparent that the Chicago Cultural Center 
remains an establishment for tourists to 
define themselves as intellectuals for their 
own benefit. They will take home their 
knowledge to set themselves apart from their 
less-travelled (and now less educated) coun-
terparts. Thus, CCC fails to represent the 
diversity of Chicago, yet institutionally is 
devoid of blame for this cultural complexity. 
Overall, certain types of tourism foment a 
superiority complex in the tourist’s perfor-
mance of ‘self.’
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birds, bowers, and the soloist’s lover, during 
which the soloist asked for the oldest daugh-
ter of the family, who he then invited to 
dance (Primm 2004).  If no such daughter was 
available, another performer dressed as a 
woman would fill the role, known as “La Fille 
Aînée” (Thomas 1984, 153).  A few verses 
later, a leader would beg their audience’s 
forgiveness for his performers’ rowdiness 
with a solo of his own.  After the song 
finished, performers would go around with 
sacks and buckets, collecting food donations 
that would either go to the church poor box 
or the King’s Ball, a community-wide celebra-
tion held on Epiphany, a religious holiday 
celebrated on January 6 (Primm 2004).  Per-
formers would also accept refreshments—of-
ten alcohol and snacks—from the lady of the 
house.
The procedure for La Guignolée has since 
changed, especially in Ste. Genevieve.  The 
group no longer collects food for the King’s 
Ball, which happens later in the year.  Per-
formers no longer invite daughters to dance 
with the group, and the Fille Aînée solo is 
now part of the general lyrics.  Public venues 
now host Ste. Genevieve’s performers, who 
travel by bus rather than on foot.  In the last 
few years, Ste. Genevieve has admitted 
women into its historically all-male perfor-
mance group, and now the majority of per-
formers are of German descent rather than 
French (Marshall 1995).  Many of these chang-
es are rooted in the social and political 
changes that began in Ste. Genevieve with the 
Louisiana Purchase, just over half a century 
after the town’s founding.  

A Brief History of Change in Ste. Gene-
vieve
Ste. Genevieve was founded sometime in the 
first half of the eighteenth century by 
French-Canadian settlers who populated the 
Mississippi’s east banks around Cahokia and 
Kaskaskia, Illinois before spreading to the 
west bank, which flooded less frequently 
(Dorrance 1935, 10).  French creoles— creole 
here defined as “a white person descended 
from the French or Spanish of Louisiana and 
the Gulf States and preserving their charac-
teristic speech and culture” (Dorrance 1935, 
5)— in Ste. Genevieve enjoyed the loose con-
trol of French governance until the Spanish 
acquired Louisiana in the 1760s before pass-
ing it back to France in 1800 (Marshall 2012, 
25).  France then quickly sold off their land 
west of the Mississippi to the United States in 
the 1803 Louisiana Purchase (Marshall 2012, 

25).  Though the American government put 
members of French families in positions of 
power after the Purchase (Servaes 2015, 34), 
the influx of English Americans into the Loui-
siana Territory marked the start of a gradual 
decline of French culture and language in 
Upper Louisiana throughout the nineteenth 
century (Marshall 2012, 25).  Many of the 
English Americans who moved into Ste. Gene-
vieve were Protestants, who were more reli-
giously strict than the French Catholics 
(Yealy 1935, 115).  Subsequently, when the 
State of Missouri was founded by Protestant 
leaders in 1821, a series of laws limiting 
French social activities like revelry and gam-
bling followed.  Two particular laws— one in 
1855 and the other in 1867—targeted La 
Guignolée performances (Brassieur 2004; 
Stepenoff 2006, 191), leading to subdued La 
Guignolée performances and celebrations for 
several years after (Fair Play 1873).
German immigrants also started moving into 
Ste. Genevieve starting in the 1820s and 
peaking in the 1850s.  The Germans in Ste. 
Genevieve were Catholic like the French, so 
the two populations generally got along and 
drew similar disdain from Protestant leaders.  
However, the Germans raised larger families 
than the French and eventually replaced 
them as the majority ethnic group in the 
mid-to-late nineteenth century (Sainte Gene-
vieve Herald 1957).  This, along with Civil 
War Reconstruction policies that targeted the 
slave-owning French over the non-slave-own-
ing Germans (Servaes 2015, 39-40), meant 
that few exclusively French families 
remained in Ste. Genevieve by the end of the 
nineteenth century (Dorrance 1935, 43).  
One notable 1885 Fair Play newspaper article 
expressed its dismay over the subsequent 
loss of French culture by describing La 
Guignolée as “the last surviving vestige of 
the old French customs and amusements of 
Upper Louisiana” (Fair Play 1885).  Nonethe-
less, a nostalgia for the old French traditions 
emerged during the start of the twentieth 
century.  In 1906, a La Guignolée group com-
posed of young boys went around Ste. Gene-
vieve on New Year’s Eve, with the hope that 
the boys would grow up to continue practic-
ing the tradition (Fair Play 1907).  A few years 
later, a group of Ste. Genevieve residents 
established the La Guiannée Committee, 
which produced a series of extravagant La 
Guignolée performances (McKinstry 1979).  
The Committee’s flashy costumes and cele-
brations rejuvenated Ste. Genevieve’s inter-
est in La Guignolée, drawing large crowds 
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and even prompting an extra performance 
around Easter, 1916 (Fair Play 1916; Fair Play 
1917).  However, the Committee’s opulence 
dissolved in 1917, leaving African Americans 
and women to support a reserved version of 
La Guignolée during World Wars I and II due 
to the absence of young Frenchmen (Fair Play 
1918; Ste. Genevieve Herald 1934, Ste. Gene-
vieve Herald 1937).
This lull was countered by WPA-sponsored 
research (Servaes 2015, 39) and the Ste. Gen-
evieve’s Bicentennial Celebration in 1935.  In 
addition to a four-day celebration (Platisha 
1935, 31), the Bicentennial Committee spon-
sored researchers like Francis J. Yealy, who 
subsequently wrote Ste. Genevieve: The Story 
of Missouri’s Oldest Settlement, and went on 
to discuss La Guignolée’s history during In 
the Dean’s Study on the St. Louis radio 
station KMOX in 1939 (Ste. Genevieve Herald 
1939).  Preservation efforts like Yealy’s con-
tinued into 1949, when Elmer Donze, from 
the Ste. Genevieve radio station KSGM, 
rounded up all of the old French La Guignolée 
singers in Ste. Genevieve, Prairie du Rocher, 
and Bloomsdale, and recorded each group 
(Donze 1996, 47-48).  The same year, Ste. 
Genevieve’s La Guignolée and several other 
groups came together at the National Folk 
Festival in St. Louis to perform La Guignolée 
for hundreds of festivalgoers, shortly before 
the Bloomsdale group disbanded and the Ste. 
Genevieve group absorbed several of its per-
formers (Marshall 2012, 32-33).  These pres-
ervation efforts bled into a widespread trend 
towards ethnic preservation and renewal in 
the 1960s and 70s known as “The Ethnic 
Revival” (Sexton 2004).  In addition to efforts 
within the French community, the Ethnic 
Revival attracted outside attention, like a 
November, 1962 visit from the St. Louis 
Globe-Democrat Sunday magazine, where a 
reporter followed the Ste. Genevieve La 
Guignolée group around historic sites for a 
picture story (Ste. Genevieve Herald 1962).  
Unfortunately, these preservation efforts 
could not undo the decades of decline that 
preceded them.  As Mary McKinstry reported 
in a 1979 Columbia Missourian article, “the 
town’s founding fathers would probably 
choke up if they heard the current rendition 
of the Guignolee” (McKinstry 1979).  Rather 
than the group of old French men who 
appeared on Elmer Donze’s recording of La 
Guignolée three decades prior, the singers of 
the La Guignolée were overwhelmingly 
German by the late 1970s (McKinstry 1979).  
By 1994, only five of the 22 performers in the 

Ste. Genevieve La Guignolée had any French 
heritage to speak of (Marshall 1995).

Recent Efforts
The 1993 Missouri Heritage Fair brought La 
Guignolée back into the lime light when the 
Prairie du Rocher, Ste. Genevieve, Old Mines, 
and Cahokia groups performed La Guignolée, 
demonstrating how the Midwest was deter-
mined to hold onto its French roots.  This 
sentiment was echoed by responses to the 
historic flooding Ste. Genevieve experienced 
in 1993.  Some of the buildings in Ste. Gene-
vieve’s historic district were damaged as a 
result of the flooding, garnering the attention 
of several nonprofit organizations.  Groups 
like the French Heritage Relief Committee 
and Friends of the Vielles Maisons Francaises 
raised money in an effort to aid in the recov-
ery of Ste. Genevieve’s French structures 
(Marshall 1995).  
Though funding was available to preserve the 
physical remnants of Ste. Genevieve’s French 
ancestry, money was a problem for their 
traditions.  As Robert Mueller, a Ste. Gene-
vieve resident, explained when I spoke with 
him, the Mississippi Lime Company was 
responsible for funding Ste. Genevieve’s La 
Guignolée for many years (Mueller 2017).  
However, as Mickey Koetting, another of my 
participants, explained, the Lime Company 
stopped funding the group in the last few 
years, leaving the Ste. Genevieve La 
Guignolée in need of financial support (Koet-
ting 2017).  
Fortunately, La Guignolée had other support-
ers within the Ste. Genevieve community.  
Pete Papin, one of the current La Guignolée 
members I spoke with, told me that Ste. Gene-
vieve’s American Legion Post 150 has sup-
ported the La Guignolée since his father was 
involved in the group, serving as a home base 
where the group started their rounds, 
stopped for a quick snack of bouillon and 
chicken salad sandwiches halfway through 
the night, and conclude their New Year’s per-
formance (Papin et al. 2017).  The Legion’s 
support was augmented by other community 
groups like the Ste. Genevieve Eagles Auxilia-
ry, which conducted a road block to benefit 
the La Guignolée in 2005, raising $414 for the 
performance group (Ste. Genevieve Herald 
2005).  In a 2008 Ste. Genevieve Herald arti-
cle, the Ste. Genevieve La Guignolée 
expressed their thanks to the private clubs 
and nursing homes in town for their partici-
pation in the yearly tradition as well as their 
donations to the group (Ste. Genevieve 
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Herald 2008).  Steadier financial support 
came for Ste. Genevieve’s La Guignolée in 
2012 when the city’s Board of Alderman 
approved the group’s application for the Ste. 
Genevieve Municipal Band Musical Grant in a 
5 to 3 decision.  The $650 award was desig-
nated for the group’s transportation, their 
leading expense (Ste. Genevieve Herald 
12/19/2012).  
Around this time, tourist interest in Ste. Gen-
evieve’s La Guignolée increased as well.  In 
2007, the Ste. Genevieve Herald reported that 
while some Ste. Genevieve residents claimed 
they did not know much about La Guignolée, 
out-of-town tourists who encountered the 
performance group on New Year’s Eve said 
the experience left them feeling closer to the 
town’s French traditions.  When I interviewed 
Mike Papin, Pete Papin, and Mike 
Polete—three current La Guignolée perform-
ers—they shared a few stories about the tour-
ists they encountered during some of their 
performances.  Mike Polete explained that it 
is not uncommon for the La Guignolée group 
to surprise unsuspecting visitors at their bar 
and restaurant stops (Papin et al. 2017).  Pete 
Papin noted that the bed and breakfasts in 
Ste. Genevieve bring in New Year’s guests 
every year, a point Mike Papin elaborated by 
saying, “[t]he Bed and Breakfasts bring in 
their crowds, and they catch us at bars and 
hotels and they’ll come up and say ‘what are 
you guys doing?’ and you tell them and 
they’re like ‘we’re coming down again next 
[year].  This is great’” (Papin et al. 2017).  To 
capitalize on this trend and the growing 
importance of tourism in Ste. Genevieve, the 
City of Ste. Genevieve Tourism Director 
Stephanie Bell proposed a tourism spending 
plan to the Tourism Advisory Council and 
Tourism Tax Commission in 2011.  Bell pro-
posed spending $13,902 with four media out-
lets to attract tourists, a plan that included 
an advertisement for La Guignolée that was 
set to run in a weekly newspaper in Murphys-
boro, Illinois (Ste. Genevieve Herald 
12/21/2011).  
While this financial support is a vital aspect 
in La Guignolée’s survival in Ste. Genevieve, 
the efforts of particular individuals involved 
in the practice are equally important.  As 
Mike Papin said, there are “five or seven 
people who do [La Guignolée] every year, reli-
giously” (Papin et al. 2017).  He later added, 
“for me, I get a lot of pride keeping the…tra-
dition going.”  “We get a lot of compliments 
through the community that really appreci-
ate that we keep doing this” (Papin et al. 

2017).  Pete Papin explained in an interview 
with the Ste. Genevieve Herald in 2012 that 
“my son Mike told my dad, before he passed 
away, ‘As long as I’m living, I’ll keep it 
up’…And that’s how he got stuck with it” 
(Ste. Genevieve Herald 12/26/2012).
La Guignolée roles were traditionally passed 
from father to son.  This tradition continues 
with Mike Papin, Pete Papin, and Mike Polete, 
all of whom got involved with La Guignolée 
through the involvement or invitation of a 
relative.  When I asked Pete Papin how he got 
started with the tradition, he replied “Oh, 
through my family.  My complete family was 
in it, my father and all his brothers, they took 
part … in La Guignolee” (Papin et al. 2017).  
Mike Papin, Pete’s son, shares that family 
history with La Guignolée.  He got involved as 
a young man, after going into the service 
when he finished high school: “[W]hen I 
moved back into town it was always my plan 
to get in the Guignolée and keep it going; it’s 
a family tradition” (Papin et al. 2017).  Mike 
Polete also joined Ste. Genevieve’s La 
Guignolée after his time in the military, by 
invitation of his uncle.  After he left the mili-
tary in 2008, his uncle invited him to accom-
pany Ste. Genevieve’s La Guignolée group on 
their rounds, and after spending his first New 
Year’s with the group, Mike Polete said he 
was hooked.  He performed the next year 
(Papin et al. 2017).
After Mr. Polete joined, though, he realized 
being part of La Guignolée was not as easy as 
showing up to perform once a year.  The Mis-
souri French dialect died out in Ste. Gene-
vieve in the twentieth century, making La 
Guignolée performances one of the few times 
it was used.  To help performers sing the 
lyrics, Mike Papin hands out Elmer Donze’s 
1949 recording of Ste. Genevieve’s La 
Guignolée so new members can learn the 
song from the old Frenchmen who spoke its 
language; a phonetic version of the song also 
circulates to hasten memorization (Ste. Gene-
vieve Herald 2017).  The group does not have 
formal practices except for right before they 
head out on New Year’s Eve, so Pete listens to 
a copy in his truck for practice.  Mike Papin 
learned the same way, listening to the record-
ing on his commute to work, playing it 
repeatedly as he learned to imitate his grand-
father, who was a lead singer on the record-
ing (Papin et al. 2017). 
As Mike Papin explained in a 2011 interview, 
once he gives his singers their CDs of the 
record, it’s up to them to learn the lyrics (Ste. 
Genevieve Herald 12/28/2011).  He gives per-

Student Anthropologist | Volume 6 | Number 1 47



formers this advice: “learn the first verse 
because it’s repeated three times… and then 
after that just try to pick up a few key words, 
and just have fun.  Don’t worry about know-
ing the song, the lead singers know the song” 
(Papin et al. 2017).  Mike Polete acknowl-
edged that for the first couple of years after 
he joined La Guignolée, he struggled with the 
lyrics.  “I didn’t know the words, and there 
are a lot of people in [the audience] that 
really pay attention because they know it, 
they’ve grown up with it,” Polete explained: 

 “I started hearing people in the crowd  
 saying ‘oh, these guys, look, he don’t  
 know the words’ and I felt bad because  
 I felt like I was dishonoring the tradi 
 tion.  So after that year—my second  
 year in the Guignolée—I said that’s it,  
 I’m going to learn the words, I’m going  
 to learn every word.  So that year I got  
 a phonetic writing, you know, of what  
 they actually sing and then I got the  
 recording.”
 
In order to honor the La Guignolée tradition, 
Polete would play the recording at work, 
listening to it twenty times a day for a year, 
by his estimate.  “That’s how I learned the 
lyrics, though.  I had to listen to it probably 
six thousand times” (Papin et al. 2017).
 
Women Admitted
One notable change in La Guignolée during 
the last decade is the admission of women 
into the Ste. Genevieve group, which was the 
last male-only La Guignolée group in Upper 
Louisiana in 1977, as it remained, with a few 
exceptions, for several decades (Thomas 
1984, 151).  According to Mike Papin, after he 
took over La Guignolée he noticed that sever-
al veteran La Guignolée performers stopped 
showing up to perform, a loss he attributed 
to some of the performers’ significant others’ 
dissatisfaction with staying on the sidelines 
while their partners performed.  As Mr. Papin 
put it, “we were losing a lot of good guys that 
knew the song and it just didn’t make any 
sense” (Papin et al. 2017).
Mrs. Koetting, explained the events that led 
up to this situation when I asked her about 
women in the La Guignolée.  It was her under-
standing that after the Mississippi Lime Com-
pany started funding La Guignolée, women 
were accustomed to traveling along with the 
performance group.  Over the years, whether 
they were riding the bus or driving the per-
formers when a bus was not available, the 

women started dressing up and going into 
the performance venues to watch from the 
sidelines and sing along. As Mrs. Koetting put 
it, “it was kind of the women that decided 
they were going to participate” (Koetting 
2017).
 The specific incident that catalyzed 
the inclusion of women, however, had little 
to do with lost enjoyment and the resulting 
lack of attendance.  After one of the regular 
La Guignolée performers passed away from 
cancer, his widow approached Mike Papin; 
she wanted to honor her late husband by par-
ticipating in La Guignolée.  As Mike Papin put 
it, “how can I turn that down?”  Mr. Papin 
then added that at the time he had thought, 
“and if I’m going to open it up to [the widow], 
I’m going to open it up to everybody.” Mike 
Papin also commented, “I didn’t like the 
whole men-only thing, that never was a 
spoken rule or anything, so it just seemed to 
be something that always was” (Papin et al. 
2017).  This sentiment was echoed by Robert 
Mueller who explained why women are now 
allowed to participate in Ste. Genevieve’s La 
Guignolée by saying, “it’s a different day, 
different age” (Mueller 2017).  In 2015, three 
women performed in the Ste. Genevieve La 
Guignolée, and Mr. Papin reported five or six 
sang in 2016.

Discussion
While La Guignolée mostly draws local 
observers, the town of Ste. Genevieve has 
taken a distinct turn towards cultural and 
historic tourism.  Downtown Ste. Genevieve 
is lined with countless historic homes, many 
with their own tours and gift shops, and the 
Welcome Center is brimming with displays 
and brochures.  Recently, U.S. Senator Roy 
Blunt and U.S. Representative Jason Smith 
announced that legislation for the creation of 
the Ste. Genevieve National Historic Park was 
ratified after the National Park System deter-
mined sections of the Historic District quali-
fied for inclusion in the National Park System 
(Ste. Genevieve Herald 3/23/2018).  This dec-
laration, along with Ste. Genevieve’s history 
of cultural preservation, resembles the three 
phases of changes in attitudes towards tradi-
tion and heritage over the last 200 years 
described by Nezar Alsayyad in Consuming 
Tradition, Manufacturing Heritage.  The first 
phase roughly coincides with the end of colo-
nialism and results in hybridization between 
cultures due to increased contact between 
nations (Alsayyad 2001, 3).  This phase is 
similar to the period during the 
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early-to-mid-eighteenth century in Ste. Gene-
vieve, when the Louisiana Purchase, the 
establishment of Missouri, and the influx of 
Americans and Germans to Ste. Genevieve 
brought the French community into contact 
with new cultural practices and political 
influences, resulting both in a blending of 
French and German culture as well as the 
gradual degradation of the old French life-
style.  The second phase then describes how 
postcolonial nationalism causes nations to 
focus on indigenous heritage, often with an 
emphasis on historically symbolic structures 
and shared heritage in order to reinforce a 
decolonized nation’s indigenous culture 
against the “homogenizing forces” of moder-
nity (Alsayyad 2001, 3).  The cultural renais-
sance in the 1930s and the Ethnic Revival in 
1960s and 70s, in which the inhabitants of 
Upper Louisiana tried to revive their French 
heritage through, documentation and cele-
bration of culture, and demonstrations of 
traditions, reflect this bid to reinforce com-
munity through tangible and highly visible 
demonstration of shared heritage.  This trend 
feeds into phase three, wherein decolonized 
nations enter the world market, using natural 
resources and cultural heritage to attract 
business; tourism becomes a way to gain eco-
nomic strength by appealing to their tradi-
tional “other” status during an era of global-
ization (Alsayyad 2001, 3).  This phase, it 
seems, is currently unfolding in Ste. Gene-
vieve as reflected by Representative Smith’s 
quote that by passing the Ste. Genevieve 
National Historic Park Establishment Act, “we 
ensure the rest of America can enjoy the rich 
cultural heritage of Ste. Gen. and the unique 
history of this town” (Ste. Genevieve Herald 
3/23/2018).  As Russell Staiff, Robyn Bushell, 
and Steve Watson explain in Heritage and 
Tourism, performance of traditions that 
recall heritage and history in an orchestrated 
manner are meant to evoke feelings like nos-
talgia, nationalism, and pride (Staiff et al. 
2013, 17).  While these performances can 
reinforce community bonds, they can also 
attract outsider attention, and the old French 
houses that line Ste. Genevieve’s historic 
district certainly appeal to the town’s French 
heritage.  
Ste. Genevieve’s La Guignolée group often 
relies on local funding from year to year, so it 
is possible that increased local revenue due 
to the attraction of the Ste. Genevieve Nation-
al Historic Park could improve La Guignolée’s 
prospects.  However, as Michael Chibnik 
notes in his Crafting Tradition, globalization 

and the resulting trend towards tourism can 
be a double-edged sword.  While it allows 
some communities to improve their station, 
external fascination fluctuates, and while a 
cultural product might be popular one year, 
it could fall by the wayside the next (Chibnik 
2003, xv).  While the novelty of a new Nation-
al Historic Park in Ste. Genevieve may fare 
well with tourists at the moment, if the nos-
talgic appeal of French culture wears off, the 
resulting economic improvement could 
disappear.
Despite the rising prevalence of tourism, it is 
important to note that tourism is only mar-
ginally responsible for La Guignolée’s surviv-
al in Ste. Genevieve in the last few decades, 
and while a fall in tourism might hurt Ste. 
Genevieve, La Guignolée would likely carry 
on.  As Ray Brassieur noted in his Expressions 
of French Identity in the Mid-Mississippi 
Valley, “the role of individuals in the mainte-
nance of group identity is paramount” (Bras-
sieur 1999, ix).  In Ste. Genevieve’s La 
Guignolée, roles were traditionally inherited 
along family lines, and while that rule only 
occasionally applies in modern times, it is 
still visible in cases like the Papin family, 
who have been involved in La Guignolée for 
centuries.  This provides a solid backbone of 
dedicated members like Mike and Pete Papin, 
who keep the tradition alive despite cultural 
change.  They, along with other core mem-
bers of the performance group like Mike 
Polete, help maintain a standing performance 
group.  The recent inclusion of women also 
bodes well for a consistent La Guignolée per-
formance group, and will hopefully increase 
retention of both male and female perform-
ers.  Community support from people like 
Mrs. Koetting, who helps with the King’s Ball 
and has helped outfit the new female La 
Guignolée performers; the American Legions, 
which houses La Guignolée; and community 
businesses and organizations like the Munici-
pal Band, which help fund La Guignolée, also 
contribute to the preservation of Ste. Gene-
vieve’s La Guignolée group. 

Conclusion
My grandparents live in Ste. Genevieve, and 
when I went to visited them on New Year’s 
Eve as a child, my grandmother always took 
me to see the La Guignolée performance at 
Valle Catholic.  As a kid, I did not understand 
the words the performers sang or the centu-
ries of history behind them, but that was 
okay.  In Ste. Genevieve, La Guignolée is a 
staple on New Year’s Eve, an annual event 
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that has been going on for as long as anyone 
can remember and will likely continue to 
occur for that very reason.  Few Americans 
would seriously consider the idea of Christ-
mas dying off in the next few years, and, sim-
ilarly, few Ste. Genevieve residents seem to 
entertain the idea that La Guignolée will 
disappear in Ste. Genevieve any time soon.   
However, preserving the tradition does take 
work and it is efforts like those discussed in 
this paper, both by La Guignolée performers 
and members of the community, that are 
vital to the survival of Ste. Genevieve’s La 
Guignolée.  It is a combination of tourism, 
advertisement, community support—both 
morally and financially— and individual 
commitment of performers that keeps Ste. 
Genevieve’s oldest tradition alive in a time 
when its practitioners no longer know its 
language and often do not share its heritage.  
Whether they are of French descent, German 
stock, American lineage, or another ethnic 
identity altogether, it is the residents of Ste. 
Genevieve and their determination to keep La 
Guignolée going that has allowed the tradi-
tion to survive in Ste. Genevieve.
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