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André Malraux, Maurice Jarnoux pour Paris Match, 1950 
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«Le musée imaginaire» is a concept that reflects Malraux’s ideas about the nature 
and value of art. It is not a physical museum but rather a mental or conceptual 
museum that exists in the minds of individuals. Malraux believed that art is 
not confined to physical museums and galleries but is a universal and timeless 
phenomenon that can be experienced and appreciated through the images and 
reproductions of artworks. Malraux emphasized the importance of reproductions, 
such as photographs, prints, and books, as vehicles for bringing art to a wider 
audience. He believed that these reproductions allowed people to experience and 
appreciate artworks without having to visit the actual physical locations where they 
were housed. 

According to Malraux, art is a universal language that transcends cultural and 
temporal boundaries. He believed that people from different cultures and time 
periods could connect with and understand the emotional and intellectual power 
of great artworks. In the imaginary museum, individuals have the freedom to curate 
their own collections of artworks, selecting pieces from various periods, styles, and 
cultures. This democratization of art appreciation allows people to create their own 
personal and meaningful connections to art. Malraux argued that the true value 
of art lies in the aesthetic experience it offers, rather than its historical or cultural 
context. He believed that individuals could have profound aesthetic experiences 
through encounters with reproductions of artworks. 

The concept of the imaginary museum promotes the idea that art has the power 
to enrich the human spirit and foster a sense of shared humanity. «Le musée 
imaginaire» concept encourages people to engage with art on a personal and 
intellectual level, transcending the constraints of physical space and time. It 
celebrates the idea that art is a vital and universal part of human culture that can be 
appreciated and understood by people from all walks of life. 

The question raised by Malraux is an interesting one, since he emphasizes that 
reproductions enable art to be transmitted to a larger number of people. However, 
it can be argued that the visual experience in its original physical form is different 
from that of seeing a reproduction. 

We might also point out that Malraux’s concept of “art as a universal language that 
transcends cultural and temporal boundaries” is a little reductive. This is precisely 
what this concept of universalism is all about. The context of an artwork’s creation 
is crucial for a deeper appreciation of its meaning and significance. This could lead 
to an homogenization of diverse artistic traditions and a diminution of the unique 
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qualities and contributions of each culture. 

Malraux’s idea of freely curating art from various cultures and time periods could 
also be criticized for potentially encouraging cultural appropriation. Without a deep 
understanding of the cultural and historical significance of certain artworks, there 
is a risk of misrepresentation or insensitivity. This is precisely what could happen 
at the Rietberg Museum, if we imagine a reduction of the objects to images. On 
the other hand, isn’t owning these objects already an act of cultural appropriation? 

Another interesting point, especially in this day and age when the role of the Internet 
is not negligible, is the problem posed by reducing works of art to photographs. 
Indeed, in a way, this facilitates the commercialization of art, and the fact that 
works can be reduced to images that are bought, sold and consumed. 

Finally, the freedom to curate one’s “imaginary museum” also means that individuals 
can choose what they include or exclude. This selectivity might lead to a limited 
and biased representation of art, reinforcing existing biases and preferences.

André Malraux’s concept of “Le musée imaginaire” has been influential and has 
contributed to the democratization of art appreciation, it is not without its critics. 
However, it’s essential to recognize that Malraux’s ideas have also opened up new 
avenues for engaging with art and have sparked valuable discussions about its 
accessibility and interpretation.

Could an imaginary museum, a museum with no walls, be the future of our 
museums ? 
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«Right foot forward Hindu
Left foot back Buddhist
The old Egyptian side shuffle
Jane Fonda’s lower body solution» 

Malraux’s Shoes, Dennis Adams, 2012

«An art book is a museum without walls.»

André Malraux, Promenades imaginaires dans Florence, 1950



142

A NEW FUTURE

Museum Rietberg’s visitors reaction, Pathways of Art : Pathways of Art : How Objects Get to the Museum, 2023
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Can museums follow the same path that libraries have taken at the turn of the 
twentieth century? Will museum Rietberg be able to become an accessible and 
educational space in the future?
After opening up all the discussions about restitution, the Rietberg Museum has 
the potential to redefine what it means to be a museum. Could it become a museum 
without objects? Can it be the first museum that is fully transparent about the 
context behind the objects it houses in its glass displays? 

Museum Rietberg is trying. Recently, Museum Rietberg has taken significant steps 
in confronting the origins of their artefacts. Most notably, the Benin Initiative 
Switzerland (BIS), a collaboration between Nigeria and eight Swiss museums, 
including Rietberg, conducting research on the Benin collections, has been 
efficient. They show video documentation of their collaboration in the museum 
and therefore attempt to inform people about the measures the museum has taken 
to address the problematic acquisition of many of the objects displayed in the 
museum.

Moreover, they host talks about the collections in Park-Villa Rieter, which are 
freely accessible. These talks can offer new perspectives and work towards 
informing and educating the visitors of the museum.

Furthermore the catalogue published by the museum in collaboration with 
Scheidegger & Spiess titled “Pathways of Art – How Objects Get to the Museum” 
aims to inform the public about the history of a few artefacts for the ‘affordable’ 
price of CHF 39.00. The depth of the knowledge in the book is another topic of 
discussion. 

Although the museum is showing that it is opening up conversations on the 
historical context of its collection, it still does not address everything in a fully 
transparent way; the documentary of the Benin Initiative Switzerland is hidden 
behind a wall in the museum and the book costs a significant amount of money. 
The history and the uses of the artefacts are not clearly displayed in the museum. 
The only information that can be found on the plaques are the country of origin 
and the art collector who donated or sold the piece. It is up to Museum Rietberg if 
they choose to emphasise the origins and context or the name of the art collector.

André Malraux’s “le musée imaginaire” reflects the concept that art is not bound 
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to its physical form, but can also be expressed through reproductions such as 
photographs, prints and books. Individuals have the freedom to curate their own 
collections based on their own personal interpretations of art. He also argues that 
its historical and cultural context is less important than the aesthetic experience it 
offers. The latter is unfortunately not applicable to stolen artefacts. Those would 
not be here in European museums without the historical and cultural context being 
of importance and that is essential to understand. It is also interesting noting that 
Malraux often used Asian characters and settings as a mere background for his 
novels about white male protagonists, which demonstrates how he views ‘the 
other’. But admittedly, at the end of the day, André Malraux had an inspiring idea 
which could be relevant to Museum Rietberg. Is it possible for Museum Rietberg 
to become an imaginary museum of sorts? Would there be an appeal for that on a 
larger scale?

Currently the park and the café function more similarly to the library than the 
museum does; people visit the park and the café frequently, they read books and 
study whilst enjoying the environment, the spaces are accessible and attract people 
of all ages. It has been able to become a part of the daily lives of individuals.
Maybe one day Museum Rietberg will become as important to the community as 
a public library is.

Maybe it will become a place of knowledge and understanding.



145

LIBRARY

What is the future of museums ? 
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A

accessibility 
noun 
the quality of being able to be reached or entered.

accessible
adjective
1. (of a place) able to be reached or entered.
2. easily understood or appreciated.

archive
noun 
1. a collection of historical records relating to a place, organization, or family
2. a place where historical records are kept

art
noun
1. the expression or application of human creative skill and imagination, typically 
in a visual form such as painting or sculpture, producing works to be appreciated 
primarily for their beauty or emotional power.
2. the various branches of creative activity, such as painting, music, literature, and 
dance.

artifact
noun
1. an object made by a human being, typically one of cultural or historical interest.
2. something observed in a scientific investigation or experiment that is not naturally 
present but occurs as a result of the preparative or investigative procedure.

Ars Una
“there is only one art” (cf. Rietberg). This maxim testifies to a universalist 
conception of art as a transhistorical and transcultural phenomenon. 

B

borow
verb
take and use with the intention of returning it.
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C

capitalism
noun
an economic and political system in which a country’s trade and industry are 
controlled by private owners for profit.

colonialism
noun 
the policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over another 
country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economically.

culture
noun 
1. the arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded 
collectively.
2. the ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society.

D

diversity
noun
1. the state of being diverse; variety.
2. the practice or quality of including or involving people from a range of different 
social and ethnic backgrounds and of different genders, sexual orientations, etc.

E

education
noun
the process of receiving or giving systematic instruction, especially at a school or 
university.
F

future
noun
1. a period of time following the moment of speaking or writing; time regarded as 
still to come.
2. contracts for assets (commodities or shares) bought at agreed prices but 
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delivered and paid for later.

adjective
at a later time; going or likely to happen or exist.

G

gift
noun
1. a thing given willingly to someone without payment; a present.
2. a natural ability or talent.

verb
give (something) as a gift, especially formally or as a donation or bequest.

glossary
noun
an alphabetical list of words relating to a specific subject, text, or dialect, with 
explanations; a brief dictionary.

H

heritage
noun
property that is or may be inherited; an inheritance.

I

inclusion 
noun
1. the action or state of including or of being included within a group or structure.
2. the practice or policy of providing equal access to opportunities and resources 
for people who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as those who 
have physical or intellectual disabilities and members of other minority groups.

institution
noun
1. an organization founded for a religious, educational, professional, or social 
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purpose.
2. an established law or practice.

L

library
noun
1. a building or room containing collections of books, periodicals, and sometimes 
films and recorded music for use or borrowing by the public or the members of an 
institution.

a collection of books and periodicals held in a library.
a room in a private house where books are kept.

M

mirror
noun
a surface, typically of glass coated with a metal amalgam, which reflects a clear 
image.

verb 
1. (of a surface) show a reflection of.
2. correspond or be similar to (another thing).

monumental
adjective
1. great in importance, extent, or size.
2. of or serving as a monument.

museum 
noun 
a building in which objects of historical, scientific, artistic, or cultural interest are 
stored and exhibited.

A museum is not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that 
researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible 
heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity 
and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and 
with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, 
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enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing.
(ICOM, 24 August 2022)

N

neutrality
noun
1. the state of not supporting or helping either side in a conflict, disagreement, etc.; 
impartiality.
2. absence of decided views, expression, or strong feeling.

O

object
noun 
1. a material thing that can be seen and touched.
2. a person or thing to which a specified action or feeling is directed.

verb 
say something to express one’s opposition to or disagreement with something.

origin
noun
the point or place where something begins, arises, or is derived.

P

past
adjective
gone by in time and no longer existing.

noun 
1. the time before the moment of speaking or writing.
2. a past tense or form of a verb.

present
adjective
1. in a particular place.
2. existing or occurring now.
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noun 
1. the period of time now occurring.
2. a present tense.

provenance
noun
the place of origin or earliest known history of something.

R

restitution
noun 
1. the restoration of something lost or stolen to its proper owner.
2. recompense for injury or loss.

S

souvenir
noun 
1. a thing that is kept as a reminder of a person, place, or event.
verb 
2. take as a memento.

steal
verb
1. take (another person’s property) without permission or legal right and without 
intending to return it.
2. move somewhere quietly or surreptitiously.

U

universality 
noun
1. the quality of involving or being shared by all people or things in the world or 
in a particular group.
2. the quality of being true in or appropriate for all situations.
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W

western
adjective
1. situated in the west, or directed towards or facing the west.
2. living in or originating from the West, in particular Europe or the United States.

noun 
a film, television drama, or novel about cowboys in western North America, set 
especially in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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