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The Cultural and Historical Significance of the Louvre.

The Louvre was originally constructed as a garrison fortress around 1190 to defend a weak spot in the outer limits of Paris’ fortifications. The design consisted of a square building lined with towers and surrounded by a moat, with a courtyard containing a main tower and moat. The motivation behind this construction was due to the Crusades; Phillipe Auguste was preparing to leave for war, and had his engineers design and erect the Louvre as a symbol of his rule and protection before he did so. The main tower, a round keep known as the “Grosse Tour”, was used to house royals and treasures and to imprison enemies of rank. Eventually the area around the fortress began to urbanise and the rulers of France began to frequent the chateau more often. Charles V (reign 1364-80) commissioned Raymond du Temple to develop the Louvre from a garrison building into a residence fit for a king to inhabit, adding windows, ornate roofs, and statues of the king and his wife above the entrance. This conversion marked the first of the Louvre’s changes in cultural significance; the Louvre was now a site of political power. This was soon to fall once more, however, under the reign of Charles VI (1380–1422) during the Hundred Years War; one of the most troubled times for the Louvre. (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016)   

The building stood empty for much of the Hundred Years War. However in 1528, upon returning from Spain, King Francois (reign 1515-1547) relocated his official residence to the Louvre. The previously used chateau was updated, and plans were made for it to be rebuilt once more. The plans were grandiose, involving a ballroom and ceremonial staircase in the West wing, and a large pavilion to the South. These plans came to fruition during the rule of Henri II (1547-59) and “…stood as a true encoded portrait of the perfect ruler that Henri II was, at once king of war, bestower of economic prosperity, and guardian of the sciences.” (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016) 
At this point, the Louvre transformed again; it now represented the benevolence and authority of the king, it was a display of wealth and power. Through the Renaissance period, the medieval Louvre was slowly demolished during the chateau’s modernisation. The modern Louvre, however, remained a seat of government until the 1789 French Revolutions. 

After the accidental death of king Henri II, his wife Catherine de Médicis purchased a large area of land west of the chateau, intending to build a palace, court, and large garden. This was named the ‘Tuileries’ after one of the previous uses of the land; a small tile manufacturing industry. .” (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016) The Tuileries was originally intended as a separate area to the Louvre, but Catherine de Medicis died in 1589, leaving the construction of the palace unfinished and the building uninhabitable. Eventually returning to Paris in 1594, Henry IV began a construction project that included the Louvre and finished the building of the Tuileries, although not in the way Catherine de Medici intended. Instead of a separate castle and courtyards, the king commissioned his architects from 1595-1609 to connect the Tuileries with the Louvre, turning the unfinished palace and the royal dwelling into a massive palace complex; the largest in Europe. (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016) The two areas were connected by a gallery almost half a kilometre from end to end, and contained workshops for printing and minting, lodgings for the kings favoured artists, and a hall of antiquities. This huge transformation magnified the significance of the Louvre; not just a symbol of royal wealth and economic prosperity (and a strong one at that), the Louvre was now a centre of development of the arts, though seemingly mainly for the wealthy and privileged. (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016) This was 150 years before the revolution began, but could be seen to highlight the inequalities in wealth and power that would eventually trigger these events. 

Upon King Louis XIV’s return to Paris in 1652, at the end of the series of civil wars known as the Fronde, the Louvre was updated yet again, adding a summer residence for the king’s mother Anne of Austria, and enlarging and extending the Petit Galerie built during the reign of Henri IV, leaving it more connected to the rest of the building. From 1659, the kings Chief Minister Cardinal Mazarin sought to finish construction of the grandiose designs began by Henri IV and Louis XIII, but his passing in 1661 complicated the matter, however. 
The same year, a fire in the upper section of the gallery reserved for the king necessitated a redecoration; this was the kings first painter Charles le Brun’s first major work on the Louvre. This was one of the first significant images of Louis XIV as the Sun King; “On the vault Apollo’s daily task became the metaphor for a regulated world organization made possible through the monarchy.” (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016).
Although the reign of Louis XIV was a significant time for the Louvre, the king himself appeared less interested, and most of the work done on it in this time can be attributed to Charles le Brun, the king’s architect Louis le Vau, and his minister, Colbert. Following the death of Cardinal Mazarin in 1661, the notion that a modern king in the current age should have modern, updated architecture, not concepts that were developed decades ago, and so reconstruction of the Cour Carree began. A group of French experts including Charles le Brun and Louis le Vau were hired to construct the new East wing of the courtyard, resulting in the colonnade. (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016)
As the Cour Carree was uninhabitable for an extended period, Colbert had Louis le Vau complete and modernise the Tuileries palace, in order to provide the king with a temporary residence still suitable for royalty. This work involved expansion to ensure there was room for the king and his family, and the completion of the North section of the Tuileries palace, where construction began on an auditorium. This auditorium was the largest in Europe and became famously known as the Salle des Machines after the stage machinery employed for scene changes. Although it was inaugurated in 1662, the auditorium saw its last use in 1671, as it was too large and impractical for most purposes. (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016)
The southern portion of the Tuileries occupied by the king contained four apartments; a private lodging on both levels, a room of antiquities, and a long ceremonial suite of rooms. Many painters and sculptors, led by Charles le Brun, rapidly decorated and updated all of the walls and ceilings in time for the king to relocate there. Andre le Notre, the grandson of one of Catherine de Medici’s gardeners, was hired to work on the gardens; modernising it, unified and decorated it using boxwood hedges, and diversified the woodland parts. Between 1665 and 1669, he revolutionised the gardens, eventually retiring to the site in 1693.
“While giving the appearance of perfect geometrical consistency, he turned existing irregularities such as the former bastion that closed off the garden to the west to create ramps and differences in level. He also provided a visual opening of the garden onto the surrounding area by means of terraces and apertures while ensuring that it remained neatly closed” (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016)

As King Louis XIV slowly became more powerful and influential, he began to move away from Paris. Most of the development on the Louvre during his reign took place between 1652 and 1674, at which point most of the work ground to a halt. The Cour Carree stood incomplete, lacking windows, a floor, and a roof. Leaving for Versailles, King Louis XIV decided to use the Louvre as a place for his royal academies. These were the French Academy and the Academies of Architecture, Painting and Sculpture, Inscriptions and Belles-Lettres, and Sciences. This added to the artistic significance of the Louvre and changed its cultural significance into a meeting grounds for art and intellect, leaving the Tuileries as a residency of the king and the site of royal power in the city.
The Louvre developed into a site of intense artistic interest, and in 1667 an event to exemplify this was brought about; King Louis XIV sponsored an exhibition of the artwork created by the members of his Academy of Painting and Sculpture. From 1737, these exhibitions became annual events, and eventually during the French Revolution was opened to exhibitions of any skilled French artists, although the majority of the exhibitions were still members of the academy. These events became known as “salons”, after the Salon Carre where they were held, and became famous throughout Europe through the press and the enlightenment critics and writers such as Diderot. The Salons attracted many philosophers of the enlightenment, generating excitement about the future of such an artistic venue; many ideas were discussed, such as incorporating the opera house or royal library into the Louvre, although none of these bore fruit (“Salon | French art exhibition,” n.d.). Jacques-Francois Blondel, a highly successful architect of the 18th century compared the Louvre at this time to Alexandria, as a “temple of the arts, sciences, and taste.” (“History of the Louvre | Louvre Museum | Paris,” 2016). Although the Salons were elitist, with restrictions on attendees and the artistic content, eventually giving way to the rising importance of individual artists with new styles and concepts and losing its prestige, the influences of these events almost certainly contributed to the ongoing artistic significance of the Louvre even today. 
The revolution that began in 1789 directly and violently targeted the monarchy, even in artistic form; the (believed-to-be) heads of French kings adorning Notre-Dame were removed in protest (Rhodini, n.d.). In 1793, one year after the deposition of the last king Louis XVI, the Louvre was opened as a public museum. From a garrison to a palace to a palatial complex, and now to a symbol of revolution. The house of the king was opened and exposed for the public, the private royal treasures were now national artefacts, the reception hall of the Sun King now held the crown jewels behind glass, available to view for any citizen to view (Rhodini, n.d.). The Louvre transformed again, symbolising France’s revolution-born culture. 
In 1984, President Francois Mitterand commissioned architect Ieoh Ming Pei, as the Louvre was beginning to appear outdated. This led to creation of the Carrousel du Louvre and the glass and metal pyramid outside the Louvre containing the main entrance to the museum (“Louvre Palace : a royal residence turned into a museum,” n.d.). Further development came with the installation of the Department of Islamic Arts in the Visconti Courtyard in 2003 (“Department of Islamic Art at the Louvre Museum” n.d.). The modern-day Louvre is the largest museum in the world, with approximately 8.5 million visitors in 2017, around 70% of which were foreign (“8.1 million visitors to the Louvre in 2017,” 2018). Having developed from a garrison, to royal quarters for centuries, to a significant representation of the monarchy’s end, to a world-renowned public museum, the Louvre holds strong presence and relevance at almost every point in the modern history of Paris. 
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