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Critical Evaluation/Review of the Remains of the Louvre’s Moat, The Louvre, Paris

When this module started earlier in the year I was unable to attend the London trip and my local museum, The Museum of Speed at Pendine had been closed for renovations since October of 2018, Dylan Thomas’s Writing Shed was closed for the winter, the Tin Shed Museum in Laugharne had been closed indefinitely and the Carmarthenshire County Museum was closed for a year for renovations and due to re-open at the beginning of March. However, I was quietly confident that I would have no problems visiting a museum for the purposes of this assignment, I did not know how the year would unfold. At the beginning of March with concern about Covid19 growing I found that the Carmarthenshire County Museums renovations were taking longer than expected and an opening date was not forthcoming. On what would turn out to be our last day of classes (Monday 9th March) I thought I would visit the Lampeter Museum, but it’s not open on a Monday. ‘No problem’ I thought ‘I’ll visit next week when I’m in uni on Wednesday’ but next week never came and the university was shut down to be followed no long after by the country being put into lockdown on Monday 23rd March. This presented me with something of a dilemma, I did, however, have the internet and this extraordinary series of events led me to take part in my first ever virtual tour of a museum. I looked at the wide range of virtual museum tours available and decided to visit the Louvre, I’ve never been to Paris and knew very little about the Louvre beyond it iconic glass pyramid and it’s appearance in The Da Vinci Code. Thus began my virtual visit to the Louvre.
When I began looking at the exhibitions available at the Louvre I was immediately drawn to the Remains of the Louvre’s Moat which have been preserved on the lower ground floor of the Louvre and can been accessed by ‘visitors who can walk around the original perimeter moat and view the pillars that supported the drawbridge’[footnoteRef:1] I debated whether the remains of the moat met the criteria for a exhibition, as they are an architectural structure rather than a collection of artefacts and there is not a great deal of information provided about the remains, however, the remains of the Louvre’s Moat are beautifully presented, wonderfully atmospheric and do contain a large model of what the Louvre would have looked at in the period between the 12th and 14th centuries when it was a fortress build by Philip Augustus to protect Paris from attack via the Seine.[footnoteRef:2] They are also a gallery in the Louvre and I feel that they are a interesting exhibition to review because they are slightly unusual. [1:  Remains of the Louvre’s Moat, Virtual Tours, The Louvre https://www.louvre.fr/en/visites-en-ligne?page=1 accessed a number of times since Tuesday 17th March 2020]  [2:  Information provided on the virtual tour of The Louvre https://www.musee.louvre.fr/visite-louvre/index.html?defaultView=entresol.s489.p01&lang=ENG accessed a number of times since Tuesday 17th March] 

When you arrive at the medieval remains of the Louvre’s Moat at the lowest point of the museum you are struck by the size of the massive pale-yellow blocks of stone which surround you. You are walking along the bottom of the moat on a hardwood walkway while on one side of you are the foundations of the fortress with the curved bases of towers at regular intervals along the structure as well as at the corners, at the other side of you is the sheer side of the moat which rises vertically to the ceiling. It is an imposing structure. You enter at one corner of the moat and walk along one side of the moat to next corner then you turn 90 degrees and walk down a second side of the moat. Thus far you have traversed two side of a square at the bottom of the moat. The ceiling is low and the sides of the fortress are lit by white uplighters, there is also a strip of lighting in the ceiling above the walkway but the lighting is minimal and very well designed giving an ominous feel which is also quite spectacular. You now enter the keep itself through a long tunnel cut through the base of the fortress. The ceiling in tunnel is lower than in the rest of the gallery and greats a real impression of the magnitude of passing through the walls of the fortress. You are now at the base of the Grosse Tour, the keep at the centre of the medieval stronghold[footnoteRef:3]. It is circular and a wooden walkway allows you to walk around two thirds of the circumference. You can look over the walkway and see the stone floor below you. Again, the curved wall of the keep is beautifully lit by uplighters, they are the only lighting in this part of the exhibit. Once you have walked round the walls of the keep you emerge into the Salle Saint Louis it is only remaining interior of the medieval Louvre[footnoteRef:4] and it is a short distance from where you entered the exhibition.     [3:  Information provided on the virtual tour of The Louvre https://www.musee.louvre.fr/visite-louvre/index.html?defaultView=entresol.s489.p01&lang=ENG accessed a number of times since Tuesday 17th March]  [4:  ibid] 

I think the curator who designed the exhibition made some excellent choices. They had the medieval remains of the moat and fortress and the biggest decision was how to present them. They took a very minimalist approach which lets the architecture speak for itself. The lack of information is a choice that works well in the space and context. The decision to put a tunnel through the base of the fortress giving access to the base of the keep is excellent. Coming into the exhibition in the moat and progressing further into the structure as the lighting become more enigmatic and the view ahead is restricted is an excellent way to present the remains and very powerful. You can visualise the medieval fortress as the imposing structure it once was, which is an achievement as you are in the basement of a museum. The exhibition techniques that have been used here are the floors, ceilings and lighting that surround the remains, they have been carefully crafted to enhance the remains in an un-intrusive way. The budget for creating this exhibition must have been significant as it would include a degree of structural engineering as well as the lighting and walkways. The decision to keep the ceilings low adds to the feel of the exhibition. It shows that you don’t necessary want to maximise your space with an exhibition, limiting space or view can be very effective.    
I would very much like to visit this exhibition in person. While the virtual tour is amazing there are some constraints. Throughout the tour there are points where the camera has been placed and you can have a 360-degree view from that point. You can go to any camera point you like, and you can switch back and forward between points, but you cannot move though the exhibition. There are things I would like to look at more closely, but I cannot. There are two models in the exhibition, but I can only see them as the camera pans. If I was there in person, I would have bought the guidebook which I’m sure would contain more history about the remains but with the virtual tour I am restricted to a few short paragraphs of information. I think the choice to omit information from the exhibition enhances the aesthetic of the exhibition, but I always like to learn as much as possible. I am aware however that the Louvre is an incredibly busy and popular museum and I might not enjoy visiting in person if it was crowded with people, with children crying and noise bouncing off the walls and people pushing into you. The virtual tour epitomises peace and tranquillity.
I don’t think there is a particular agenda with this exhibition, it is merely displaying the remains, which is a choice in its self, but one I agree with, it would be a shame if they were hidden from view or forgotten, although I’m sure they were at least hidden at one point. I think it’s part of a wider narrative of the history of the Louvre, a building which has served many purposes in its 800 year history. The Louvre is primarily an art gallery, so it is nice that it also acknowledges its own history.
I enjoyed this exhibition. It looks very attractive and interesting and I would like to visit it in person, but the current global circumstances mean that I have produced a review I would never have contemplated under normal conditions, I expanded my horizons and learned a new way of thinking. I would have reviewed the Lampeter or Carmarthenshire museums, but because I could not, I have explored the world of virtual museums, and it has been an enriching discovery, that has given me a new perspective on exhibiting and I suspect a far more interesting review than I would otherwise have produced.
The remains of the Louvre’s moat are definitely a cultural artefact and the way they have been presented preserve and enhance that status. I was surprised to find them at the Louvre, but very pleased to do so. It has expanded my understanding of the Louvre.
I will be very glad when the current situation has passed and we are all free to visit, or possibly work in, museums in Wales and the UK but I’m very glad that I’ve had the opportunity to explore a virtual museum and a museum in another country, two things which would not have happened if I had not had to find a way to overcome the current constraints. Now that I have experienced a virtual museum and will be visiting more.
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