How important is the concept of authenticity in the presentation of Heritage?
Authenticity is a concept that is highly debated due to its lack of an absolute definition within the heritage sphere (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024). There is also debate whether the concept of authenticity is needed within heritage, the concept and objections to authenticity will be explored further within this essay (Lixinski, 2022). Many aspects of heritage – both tangible and intangible - are impacted by the idea of authenticity including, heritage sites, museums, online or virtual heritage spaces and cultural heritage practices. There is one more aspect that needs to be considered when discussing the importance of authenticity in the presentation of heritage, the consumer or visitor (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024, Zhang and Chen, 2020, Hede et al. 2014). 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]It is crucial to note that there is no common agreement on what authenticity means within heritage (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024). In order to evaluate the importance the concept of authenticity has in the presentation of heritage it is first vital to what authenticity is. Authenticity can be used to claim something as ‘true’, ‘original’, ‘pure’ or ‘genuine’, this is evident within the art world as replicas and digital representations do not hold the same value or credibility for consumers as an ‘authentic’ artwork created by the original artist (Sabrow and Saupe, 2025 and Thiemeyer, 2025). Some argue that authenticity is a qualifier of value rather than a value in itself, as it is used to confirm the presence of a value-conferring property such as belonging to a historical figure or created by a particular artist (Thomas,2023). Similarly, authenticity can be viewed as an attribute that objects, places and people can have. Things that possess authenticity can provide a connection to the past for the consumer which is why authenticity is integral to marketing in spaces including museums as the perception of authenticity impacts the consumers behaviour (Sabrow and Saupe, 2025 and Hede et al. 2014). However, the concept of authenticity has also been dismissed as an illusion by some and outdated by others (Sabrow and Saupe, 2025 and Lixinski, 2022). 
There are several differing theories on the types of authenticity relevant to heritage. Many theories on authenticity are multidisciplinary ranging from museology to marketing and philosophy. Drawing on areas outside of heritage allows for further understanding of how people interact with authenticity in heritage spaces. The impression of authenticity can occur in a range of situations including re-enactments, memorial sites and historical ruins. It has been suggested that the concept of authenticity gained popularity in part due to individualisation along with the destabilisation of traditional identities and globalisation (Sabrow and Saupe, 2025). 
One theory suggests that perceived authenticity in museum settings stem from three factors, these are the museum, the visitor and the displayed material (Hede et al. 2014). The perceived authenticity of a museum is based on trust in an institution, this is vital in many elements of heritage, the consumer or visitor has to trust the authority to denote authenticity. The perceived authenticity of a visitor relies on the idea of the integrity of the visitor, this hinges on the visitor trusting their own ability to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic or use of cues to ascertain the authenticity of an object (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024 and Hede et al. 2014). The perceived authenticity of materials is based on the perceived genuineness of objects within the museum (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024). Within the material authenticity Hede et al. (2014) suggest that materials can have indexical authenticity or iconic authenticity. Indexical authenticity refers to the verifiable connections to elements such as provenance and iconic authenticity is where objects are imitations or resemble the original (Hede et al. 2014).
Thiemeyer (2025) breaks material authenticity down into three sections, works, witness objects and specimens. Works refer mostly to artworks where the museums focus on whether works were made by the artist or culture claimed connecting to the traditional view that museums held linking authenticity to value and worthiness (Hede et al. 2014 and Zhang and Chen, 2025). Witness objects are artifacts that bear witness to a person or event that is seen as significant, and its value arises from this connection. Specimen objects are objects where authenticity is secondary to representation, these are items where the social connection either doesn’t exist or isn’t necessary as they aren’t reflections of our own social history and therefore lack a personal connection. Specimen objects have more of an educational role, for example the Natural history museums’ collection of animals, where the authenticity of any specific item is secondary to the representation it holds.  Objects can be multiple of these things or change based on how they are presented, this will determine the relative importance of authenticity (Thiemeyer 2025). 
Another attitude toward authenticity is modern authenticity which is object based and can be either objective or constructive and focuses on the idea of the ‘reality’ of objects, are objects what they claim to be. Objective authenticity is when the consumers perception of authenticity is absolute – an object is either authentic or inauthentic - and there is no grey area. Constructive authenticity is the idea that the perception of authenticity changes based on personal experiences such as cultural background. Postmodernist authenticity believes that consumers will receive an authentic experience regardless of objective authenticity, the use of augmented reality in heritage tourism is an example of this thinking (Zhu, Fong and Gan, 2023). 
Alternatively, authenticity can be perceived in relation to the consumer or visitor, placing the importance on their view of authenticity. Three types of authenticity are proposed, original, interactive and emotional. Original authenticity refers to visitors perceived authenticity of museum artifacts historical and cultural backgrounds similar to the material authenticity that has already been discussed. Interactive authenticity is the authenticity of virtual presentations or presentations using modern technologies, such as virtual reality, augmented reality or interactive display boards. Emotional authenticity is visitors’ emotional connection to heritage and is closely linked to existential authenticity, which is the idea of being true to oneself (Zhang and Chen, 2025 and Jin and Xiao and Shen, 2020 and Yi et al. 2016). It has been suggested that perceived authenticity of heritage sites may positively influence the existential authenticity of the visitor/consumer (Yi et al. 2016).
Some argue that authenticity is linked to an undefined property of an object that is referred to as ‘aura’. Aura may explain why the appeal of objects is maintained even after perceptible and use value is stripped away. Objects no longer need to have utility or use value, but rather symbolic significance or aesthetic value. This can be through personal or social history to create a connection to the object being display (Thiemeyer 2025). Thomas (2023) argues that ‘aura’ and authenticity are linked as the perception of an object as inauthentic would alter its ‘aura’. It is also thought that the perception of authenticity along with an objects tangible properties influences the experience of the consumer (Thomas, 2023).
Whilst there is a significant discourse surrounding the types of authenticity within heritage, there is also criticism of the usefulness of the concept. Authenticity has limitations as an object can be both authentic and inauthentic at the same time as properties of an object can be authentic such as, material, design or use (Thomas, 2023). With this in mind, the use of authenticity as a blanket statement for objects or artefacts is unhelpful and being more specific in what element or elements of an object are authentic may be more advantageous. On the other hand, the applicability of authenticity to heritage has been questioned by Lixinski (2022) due to its ability to assign control over heritage. Authenticity is subjective and therefore can be politically determined and historical narratives can be manipulated to create a ‘truth’. It can be argued that authenticity is a habit that is no longer valuable to heritage as it allows for control over narratives which can be abused in favour of nationalistic myth-making. Heritage has the power to be used for social justice and to celebrate minority narratives which is limited when authenticity is a central concept (Lixinski, 2022). Authenticity is a complex concept that continues to generate discussion surrounding the purpose of heritage and the role it plays in society.
Recently, there has been a shift in focus as the visitor’s role and engagement in museums becomes more central (Hede et al. 2014). One of the core aims of museums is to provide an authentic experience to visitors, integrity and reliability are central to providing this (Zhang and Chen, 2025 and Jin and Xiao and Shen, 2020). Visitors are thought to develop trust in museums due to factors such as community engagement, reliability, balance of narratives presented and the ability to allow visitors to form their own opinions (Hede et al. 2014). Reception theory places the onus on the consumer and their ability to determine authenticity, as opposed to placing it purely on the verifiable history of an item (Thiemeyer, 2025). 
Museums also perform an expository role, and their authenticity can be judged on their ability to achieve this goal. Visitors are expected to engage with museums and there is a link between consumers personal goals and their perceptions of authenticity, engagement varies based on visitors reasoning for visiting impacting how authentic they feel their experience was (Hede et al. 2014). As previously stated, the perceived authenticity impacts the existential authenticity experienced by the visitor to the museum (Yi et al. 2016). Visitors’ perception of authenticity impacts positively on their well-being as feelings of authenticity help people understand the natural and social world. Museums perform both a role in education and entertainment, this places an expectation of authenticity on the museum and the museum must work to be perceived by visitors as authentic as for the visitor authenticity and credibility are often tantamount (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024 and Thiemeyer, 2025). Providing visitors with an authentic experience and managing their expectations is important and has been a focus within museums for decades and will continue to be essential to heritage (Komarac, Dosen and Zabkar, 2024). 
Authenticity is often used as a criterion of value and a tool used to legitimise historical, political and cultural claims. The Nara Document 1994 explores authenticity in relation to UNESCO World Heritage sites, it highlights the importance of considering the cultural context of heritage sites and objects (Sabrow and Saupe 2025). Prior to the Nara Document Japanese temples were not considered authentic due to the practice of periodically dismantling and repairing the wooden temples despite them using traditional materials and methods. The document extends the list of attributes that can be authentic to include design, material, setting and workmanship. The attributes that are important change based on a culture’s values and should be reflective of any changes to these values. However not all attributes need to be present for a site to considered authentic as authenticity is not a value in its own right. An object can have attributes that are authentic rather than authenticity being a value that an object has (Stovel,2008).
Despite the creation Nara Document, it did not settle the debate surrounding the authenticity of restored buildings (Sabrow and Saupe 2025). Some believe in architectural heritage removing an asset such as a building from its context may affect its authenticity (Yi et al. 2016). One example of this is efforts made in Germany to undertake reconstruction of historical buildings destroyed during the Second World War and its aftermath. These attempts were met with criticism of overwriting the history of these spaces. At memorial sites of the Nazi period in German history there has been an accepted ban on reconstruction in order to preserve - to the greatest extent possible - the original building materials (Sabrow and Saupe 2025). 
One area of heritage where authenticity is particularly difficult to determine is intangible heritage such as food and dance. Intangible Heritage can be experienced authentically when following traditional techniques, ingredients and methods. Folk culture including stories, music and festivals is another aspect of heritage that requires the involvement of local communities to present them authentically (Yi et al. 2016). Presenting intangible heritage authentically is more complex than tangible heritage as many of the qualities that are traditionally identified as authentic such as material are no longer effective. 
To conclude, authenticity is a central concept of the presentation of Heritage. Despite this, authenticity is not clearly defined and can be subjective. There appears to be two main categories of authenticity, authenticity relating to the object or site and authenticity relating to consumer perception. Both areas significantly impact heritage as object-based authenticity has been the traditional approach to authenticity especially in art contexts but also within debates surrounding authenticity of reconstructions and replicas. There are many types of object-based authenticity, however, the view that objects are not authentic but rather possess authentic attributes seems be an area of agreement. This is also reinforced by the 1994 Nara Document on authenticity. The need to specify which attributes of an object or site are authentic is a future consideration for the sake of clarity. Perceived authenticity is vital to how the public interacts with heritage. One of the major elements of heritage being considered authentic by a consumer is trust, trust in institutions and themselves, providing them with an authentic experience. Despite the criticisms and ambiguities of authenticity, being perceived as authentic is essential to heritage because authenticity is what the consumer craves.
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