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How important is the concept of authenticity in the presentation of heritage

	The concept of authenticity is integral to the presentation of heritage. The ability for heritage sites and objects to evoke the aura of the ‘real thing’ is a significant tool in the presentation, promotion, and curation of these sites. The concept of authenticity has attracted its fair share of debate in academic circles, and its importance in the heritage sector is hotly contested. This essay will make the case for the importance of authenticity in the presentation of heritage while also allowing for its broader definition put forward by some scholars. This essay seeks to tackle the concept of authenticity, the importance of the ‘original’ object in presenting heritage, the place of reconstruction in the concept of authenticity, and the ways in which these points tie in to the presentation of heritage. 

	The concept of authenticity is incredibly difficult to define. It is made more difficult due to the proliferation of its research which has led to a seemingly unending list of academic definitions as the concept is applied to more and more fields.[footnoteRef:1] In most definitions, it boils down to a sense of accuracy, or ‘the real thing’. Far from providing clarity, this further complicates the picture. Absolute historical accuracy is an impossible goal for the academic historian or archaeologist, let alone for popular history and its presentation.[footnoteRef:2] The question of “what is authenticity” then, within the context of heritage and narrative, is more aligned with audience perception. When in the specific context of museums this is significantly bound up with object agency of the original. In his seminal essay on the subject, Walter Benjamin defines authenticity as the ‘original’ with use of his concept of ‘aura.’[footnoteRef:3] According to his ideas, aura is the missing element that the original retains over the reproduction; the presence that only the original can hold.[footnoteRef:4] The authenticity of an object is the essence of all that is transmissible from the object’s beginning and its testimony to the history it has experienced.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Joseph C. Nunes, Andrea Ordanini, Gaia Giambastiani, ‘The Concept of Authenticity: What it Means to Consumers’, Journal of Marketing, 85.4 (2021) pp. 1-20 (p. 1).]  [2:  Karl C. Alvesad & Robert Houghton, The Middle Ages in Modern Culture : History and Authenticity in Contemporary Medievalism (Bloomsbury Academic, 2021) p. 3.]  [3:  Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969).]  [4:  Ibid. p.4.]  [5:  Ibid.] 


This theory has long been debated and has become an important part of museum and heritage studies. Benjamin’s theory, although in some ways materialist, indirectly places authenticity in the eye of the beholder. This has formed the centre of the debate that has fallen upon ‘materialist’ and ‘constructivist’ lines.[footnoteRef:6] The materialist perspective argues for a discernible basis of authenticity inherent to the object, whereas the constructivist perspective sees authenticity as variable, negotiable, and relative to specific cultural and social contexts.[footnoteRef:7] From the materialist perspective, Benjamin’s critique of mechanical reproduction presents a quandary for the heritage site or museum; he argues that through mechanical reproduction, not only does the reproduction lose its aura, but the aura of the original becomes diminished itself.[footnoteRef:8] the promotion of heritage can almost only be done through a form of mechanical reproduction, yet through this reproduction aura is seemingly lost.[footnoteRef:9] According to the constructivist perspective, the aura of the original is innate to the viewer not to the object. Through this theory, authenticity can be interpreted as a consumerist construct.[footnoteRef:10]  [6:  Cornelius Holtorf, ‘On Pastness: A reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity’, Anthropological Quarterly , 86.2 (2013) pp. 427-443 (p. 428-430).]  [7:  Ibid. p. 428.]  [8:  Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, p. 4.]  [9:  Sarah Kenderdine, & Andrew Yip, ‘The Proliferation of Aura: Facsimiles, Authenticity, and Digital Objects’, in The Routledge Handbook of Museums, Media, and Communication, ed. Kirsten Drotner, Vince Dziekan, Ross Parry, Kim Christian Schrøder (London: Routledge, 2018) pp. 274-289, p. 275.]  [10:  Nunes, Ordanini, & Giambastiani, ‘The Concept of Authenticity’, p.1.] 


It is in opposition to Benjamin’s theory that plurality diminishes aura, that Latour and Lowe have made their critique. They argue that rather than diminish the aura of the original, the well-made facsimile increases not just the aura, but the object’s originality too.[footnoteRef:11] Latour and Lowe liken this phenomenon to a river and its tributaries; facsimiles of artworks like the Mona Lisa they argue, increases the image of the original.[footnoteRef:12] They use the word trajectory to describe this process of “migration of aura.”[footnoteRef:13] This perspective is more hopeful in the application of authenticity to the presentation of heritage. Authenticity can be developed, fostered, and nurtured through conservation and promotion; the authenticity of heritage sites can be increased through the upkeep of their auras. [11:  Bruno Latour & Adam Lowe, ‘The Migration of the Aura or How to Explore the Original Through It’s Facsimiles’, in Switching Codes: Thinking Through Digital Technology in the Humanities and the Arts, ed. Thomas Bartscherer, & Roderick Coover (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010) p.4.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.] 


This theory in some ways however poses the questions, ‘what is the point of authenticity in its traditional conceptuality?’ And, ‘what does it mean to be original?’ Boris Groys, falling along a more materialist perspective, uses Benjamin’s work to develop – and in some ways dismantle – the idea of originality and authenticity in presentation. He argues that any object removed from its context loses its aura of authenticity.[footnoteRef:14] Benjamin wrote that the uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being “embedded in the fabric of tradition”, though he did also argue that the aura of the original still applied to every culture that perceived an artefact’s uniqueness.[footnoteRef:15] Groys argues instead that an object removed from the material flow becomes a copy of itself; a museum piece he states, is an object minus its invisible aura of originality.[footnoteRef:16] When an object is removed from its place in space and time, it’s true ‘authenticity’ is lost. To take an example, the Song of Roland is an undeniable heritage artefact of poetic verse, however it can never be perceived by a modern audience with the same ‘authenticity’ with which it was heard when it was first recounted in Northern France. While it can be performed as accurately as we know how, a modern audience, even assuming they understand the Norman French verse, would surely find such a long poem recited to a constant melodic repetition unlistenable.[footnoteRef:17] Translated into the modern English or French, these songs become prose, losing an important aspect of their composition and performance. This example powerfully renders the potential meaninglessness and inachievability of traditional authenticity. Benjamin writes about architecture specifically as the prototype of a work of art, the reception of which is consummated by a collectivity in a state of distraction; however, is this not the only and truest definition of authenticity?[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Boris Groys, In the Flow (London: Verso, 2016) p. 11.]  [15:  Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, p.6.]  [16:  Groys, In the Flow, p. 11.]  [17:  J. A. Westrup, ‘Medieval Song’, In The New Oxford History of Music vol. II: Early Medieval Music Up to 1300, 2nd edn, ed. Dom Anselm Hughes (London: Oxford University Press, 1955) pp. 220-269 (p. 223).]  [18:  Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, p.18.] 


The conclusion that must be drawn from this is that authenticity from the perspective of heritage is an entirely audience driven phenomenon. Where Groys can be questioned is that his focus on the aura of originality is not in fact necessarily the same as the aura of authenticity radiated by original objects and sites. Audiences are aware that a ruin is not ‘authentic’ in a historical sense, but its aura of authenticity persists. The constructed present that surrounds us means we are naturally connected to the constructed past through an understanding of our ancestors need to shelter.[footnoteRef:19] This connectivity is perhaps the real basis of aura. Through a ruin or an object, the aura that we perceive is a feeling of lived history and the human past. This means that authenticity can be fostered by the correct presentation of heritage and can even directly oppose accuracy. [19:  Catherine Woltz, ‘Ruin and Reconstruction: Understanding the Constructed past’, Muséologies, 4.2 (2010) pp.112-131 (p.117).] 


Along these lines of constructed authenticity, Cornelius Holtorf attempts to combine the materialist and constructivist perspectives on authenticity into his definition of ‘pastness’.[footnoteRef:20] His argument challenges the common understanding of what it means for an object to be of the past and replaces ‘age’ with the simple yet descriptive quality: ‘pastness’; thus, he “emancipates archaeological authenticity from the objects inherent material substance.”[footnoteRef:21] Holtorf argues that pastness requires: material clues; a correspondence with the expectations of the audience; and, a plausible and meaningful narrative relating then and now.[footnoteRef:22] This isn’t necessarily tied to originality, material clues can be artificial yet still convey pastness. Reproductions of heritage sites in the past have been deliberately aged to convey pastness. Holtorf also upholds that it is the material conditions that differ from the original artefacts on which reproductions are based that best convey their pastness.[footnoteRef:23] The uneven hammer strokes on a reproduction of a munitions ‘black’ armour for example, do not need to be the same uneven dents as the original, they are instead a testament to the authentic manufacturing of the object. It is perhaps to this that Latour and Lowe are referring when they speak about the power of a truly authentic reproduction that increases the aura of the original.[footnoteRef:24] [20:  Holtorf, ‘On Pastness: A reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity’, p. 431.]  [21:  Ibid. ]  [22:  Ibid., pp. 432-437.]  [23:  Ibid., pp. 437-439. ]  [24:  Latour, & Lowe, ‘The Migration of Aura’, p. 4. ] 


This concept of pastness connects authenticity with the world of consumerist heritage, but in its attempt to emancipate authenticity from materiality, it misses some of the essence of originality upheld by an interpretation centred on a connectivity with the inhabitants of the past rather than simply with the past itself. Perhaps the most powerful display of connectivity with the past is what Maines and Glynn termed ‘numen’; the powerful connective experiences felt by people in the presence of specific objects, particularly relics.[footnoteRef:25] This work was significantly developed by Cameron and Glynn. Their hypothesis was that in addition to gaining information, having fun, and creating family memories, people visited historic sites to gain a deeper and more meaningful connection with the place or time period.[footnoteRef:26] Cameron and Gatewood theorised that a portion of the public are themselves numen seekers, less concerned with historical knowledge than they are with seeking out experiences that connect them profoundly with their heritage. Should this be the case, it makes the curation of authenticity an incredibly important part of heritage presentation. Building on Cameron and Gatewood’s work, Latham put forward a phenomenological study of numinous experiences to test this hypothesis.[footnoteRef:27] After a thematic analysis of five interviews with participants who had reported deeply moving experiences with museum objects, four major themes emerged: unity of movement, object link, being transported, and the connection beiger than oneself.[footnoteRef:28] Their findings showed the numinous experience to be totally holistic and dynamic, brought on by the tangible and physical trigger of the object, by which the subject was transported to a closeness with the time, creating connections with the people of the past.[footnoteRef:29] Of course, these profound and moving, almost religious experiences are not what the majority of the public feels when viewing an artefact. That said, the deep numinous experiences felt by the few are a reflection of the same themes that foster an authentic experience in the many. Latham’s study, although small in subject group, gives four clear themes for heritage presentation to focus upon to foster powerful connections with artefacts.  [25:  Rachel P. Maines, & James J. Glynn, ‘Numinous Objects’, The Public Historian, 15.1 (1993).]  [26:  Catherine M. Cameron, & John B. Gatewood, ‘Excursions into the Un-Remembered Past: What People Want from Visits to Historical Sites’, The Public Historian, 22.3 (2000), pp. 107-127 (p. 109).]  [27:  Kiersten F. Latham, ‘Numinous Experiences with Museum Objects.’, Visitor Studies, 16.1 (2013) pp. 3-20 (p. 5).]  [28:  Ibid., p. 8.]  [29:  Ibid., pp. 8-10.] 


Numen and authenticity however should not be the only focus in the presentation of heritage. While a numinous or authentic connection fosters a powerful feeling of connectivity, it does not necessarily have anything to do with that feeling being based on an accurate conception of the past. Visitors interest in historic sites is not equalled by their knowledge of it.[footnoteRef:30] In fact, this is precisely what Cameron and Gatewood’s research was seeking to explain. While studies show a significant drop in the public’s knowledge of historical sites, why do there remain so many avid consumers of the past?[footnoteRef:31] Their work places authenticity at the centre of this answer, however other studies have shown a more complex picture. [30:  Cameron, & Gatewood, ‘Excursions into the Un-Remembered Past’, p.108.]  [31:  Catherine M. Cameron, & John B. Gatewood, ‘Seeking Numinous Experiences in the Unremembered Past’, Ethnology, 42.1 (2003) pp. 55-71 (p. 55).] 


Hampp and Schwan’s 2014 investigation into the perceptions and evaluations of authentic objects in the Deutsches Museum of Science and Technology had a fascinating set of results showing the sophisticated ways audiences view objects, in which authenticity was less important.[footnoteRef:32] Participants were selected from two original artefacts, half of the participants were falsely told it was a replica, and half were not. Criteria for the audience evaluation of objects was grouped into three categories: the outward appearance of the object, intellectual insights imparted by the object, and the individual characteristics of the participants.[footnoteRef:33] When questioned on the importance of authenticity, 46% of the 93% who answered stated that it was important, while 47% answered that it was not.[footnoteRef:34] Participants to whom authenticity was important gave arguments that related to the history of the object (43 participants); the object’s charisma (25 participants); Its rarity (15 participants); The added prestige, both to the museum and to the viewer (10 participants); and to the completeness that only the original could obtain (8 participants).[footnoteRef:35] Participants who disagreed argued instead that the replica was true to the original (50 participants); that replicas were more functional in the transfer of knowledge (30 participants); and that replicas were reference points used to tell stories (16 participants).[footnoteRef:36] These balanced results show pretty clearly that authenticity is important to viewers, but they also show that many consumers are more interested in learning about the objects than they are in aura alone. The study is not perfect, for it to work they only interviewed participants who had spent 30 seconds or more inspecting the objects, and when applicable had seen the poster indicating the object was a replica. There are no conclusions on a diminished interest from the public in the replica as they wanted to compare an even set of numbers. This potentially skews the 50/50 results in favour of the replica; however, much can still be gained from this study on what museum visitors want to experience from objects.  [32:  Constanze Hampp, & Stephan Schwan, ‘Perception and Evaluation of Authentic Objects: Findings from a Visitor Study’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 29.4 (2014) pp. 349-367 (p. 350-351).]  [33:  Ibid., p, 351.]  [34:  Ibid., p. 358.]  [35:  Ibid., pp. 358-360]  [36:  Ibid., pp. 360-362.] 


Another important study into authenticity focused upon new ways of learning in the museum for children. This study from Jackson and Leahy focused upon the use of theatre and theatrical techniques as a means of mediating knowledge and contrasted it with traditional methods.[footnoteRef:37] What they found was that all students viewed their experiences as authentic, taking their cues from the presence of real objects and not differentiating between the diverse forms of interpretation.[footnoteRef:38] The study found that children from the theatre group were better able to recall the narratives given and that they were better able to empathise with the more problematic aspects of the period; that said, they also showed a narrower understanding and were less able to make connections to a broader view of the past.[footnoteRef:39] It is clear that both interpretive and traditional methods are useful in the presentation of heritage, but also that heritage distributors hold a certain level of inherent authority to their visitors. [37:  Anthony Jackson, & Helen Rees Leahy, ‘Seeing it for Real…? – Authenticity, Theatre, and Learning in Museums’, Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance, 10.3 (2005) pp. 303-325 (p. 314)]  [38:  Ibid., p. 319. ]  [39:  Ibid., pp. 311-318.] 


While for the children of Jackson and Leahy’s study, the desire to see the museum as a repository of truthfulness may have been fuelled by an equally powerful desire to escape the classroom, one of Hampp and Schwans most interesting findings was that 25% of their participants who had been seen to inspect the poster informing them the object was a replica, answered incorrectly on the objects authenticity.[footnoteRef:40] This speaks volumes to the authority museums and heritage locations have as arbiters of historical and archaeological truth; people believed the objects to be authentic simply because they were presented in a museum. This authority only works if authentic displays remain the expected norm at the museum. Here, Benjamin’s theory on the plurality of facsimile’s leading to a loss of aura in the original may well turn out to be true. Since historical testimony rests on the authenticity of the object, it is jeopardized by reproduction and the authority of the object is affected.[footnoteRef:41] Whether or not one takes this view or the more optimistic perspective of Latour and Lowe, heritage distributors, imbued with such authority by the public, hold an incredible responsibility to ‘get it right.’ Kesgin, Taheri, Murthy, and Gannon’s study into the importance of perceived authenticity to engagement and positive visitor experiences with living history confirmed their hypothesized relationship between leisure, involvement, sincerity and authenticity.[footnoteRef:42] This means that not only are heritage distributors imbued with historical authority by the public, but that this authority requires a level of perceived authenticity to function. [40:  Jackson, & Leahy, ‘Seeing it for Real…?’, p. 319.; Hampp, & Schwann, ‘Perception and Evaluation of Authentic Objects’, p. 355.]  [41:  Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, p. 4.]  [42:  Muhammet Kesgin, Babak Taheri, Rajendran S. Murthy, Julie Decker, & Martin Joseph Gannon, ‘Making memories: a consumer-based model of authenticity applied to living history sites’, International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 33.10 (2021) pp. 3610-3635 (p. 3610).] 


Appeals to historical accuracy are a hugely powerful marketing tool especially in contemporary media; a large portion of consumers feel very strongly about the topic.[footnoteRef:43] Holtorf’s concept of pastness is a powerful tool for accessing this consumerist authenticity, an important goal for any serious heritage distributor.[footnoteRef:44] Once accessed however, the authority of authenticity places the heritage site above the viewer as a supreme interpreter. The importance of making this interpretation genuinely authentic, an often-impossible task, is paramount. Audiences are not passive but play a pivotal role in the creation of authenticity.[footnoteRef:45] Creating a narrative that both fits the audience perception of authenticity  whilst reflecting an accurate picture of the period can be difficult, but it is paramount in the presentation of heritage. [43:  Alvesad, & Houghton, The Middle Ages in Modern Culture, p. 4.]  [44:  Cornelius Holtorf, ‘On Pastness: A reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity’.]  [45:  Alvesad, & Houghton, The Middle Ages in Modern Culture, p. 4.] 


To conclude, authenticity is of the upmost relevance in the presentation of heritage. Providing an authentic perception to the period allows viewers to form human connections with the past. Objects and even authentic reproductions can transport viewers and even induce emotive reactions. Authenticity buys heritage distributers their authority to disseminate historical or archaeological narratives. That said, authenticity can also be created and fostered, it could be argued that this diminishes the importance of authenticity, but rather it is better to see it as a reflection of its importance. As Holtorf puts it, authentic archaeological objects are simultaneously of the past and of the present; Their authenticity is both culturally situated and firmly connected to object materiality.[footnoteRef:46] ‘The real thing’ is the experience heritage sites can give that no book or website can ever replace; this counts for reproductions (whether physical or theatrical) as it does for original artefacts. While the aura of the original can perceivably migrate as Latour and Lowe lay out, authenticity remains of supreme importance in the presentation of heritage and must be appropriately fostered.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  Cornelius Holtorf, ‘On Pastness: A reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity’, p. 440.]  [47:  Latour, & Lowe, ‘The Migration of Aura’.] 
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