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HOW IMPORTANT IS THE CONCEPT OF AUTHENTICITY IN THE PRESENTATION OF HERITAGE?

Heritage has been defined as ‘all inherited resources which people value for reasons beyond mere utility’ (Historic England n.d.). The definition of authenticity is less easy to pin down. The Oxford English Dictionary provides several definitions that reflect a range of meanings including factual, original, authoritative, truthful, sincere, being traditionally produced, being true to oneself, and being an accurate reflection of real life (OED 2019). Most of these definitions are open to interpretation; reflecting this, the discourse around authenticity in heritage goes far beyond a dichotomous appreciation of whether or not an object or site is ‘real’. The discussion that follows will mainly focus on museum-based heritage (as per Ambrose and Paine’s definition of a heritage centre (2018: 11)). It will examine the various ways in which museums have utilised the notion of authenticity to encourage engagement; it will ask what makes an object authentic; and it will explore the latest development in heritage presentation – the role of emotion in shaping visitor experience. This essay will therefore discuss the many ways authenticity can be conceptualised, consider its link to value, and demonstrate that it remains, in all its forms, a key component in the presentation of heritage. 

Museums have been described as being ‘among the last bastions of authenticity’ (Fort Worth 2014). This statement, made by Ford W. Bell, ex-president of the American Alliance of Museums (AAM 2014), is worth examining in a historical context. As ‘keepers of collective memory’ (Ambrose and Paine 2018: 7), museums have long been a place to safeguard items considered precious, exceptional, illustrative, or pedagogical. Early collections were centred around aesthetics and knowledge (Otero-Pailos et al. 2010). However, public museums were born of Enlightenment thinking and colonialist expansion. They originally comprised of collections of objects removed from their original contexts and catalogued according to western taxonomy (West and Ansell 2010). This could be construed as an elitist attempt to impose system and order onto the heterotopias that were the museum’s natural predecessors, travelling fairs and cabinets of curiosities (Bennett 1995). Thus, the value judgements made by early museums imposed a narrative on their collections that was subjective and not necessarily factual, framed as it was entirely by European beliefs about scientific thought and concepts of empire and nationhood (West and Ansell 2010: 9-11). This predisposition to rank and classify according to arbitrary assumptions of hierarchy (incorporating everything from individual objects to entire cultures) went unchallenged for a long time, but as Pearce notes, in the twenty first century, this ‘chosen order’, based on ‘evidence’, has been exposed as inaccurate (2010: xv) and ‘inevitably political’ (2010: xviii). The concept of authenticity, however, sprang from these roots.

Nevertheless, authenticity remains a key factor in the presentation of heritage. As described above, a driving force of early modern museums was to provide a rational, scientific platform for the human need for aesthetic spectacle and the act of collecting and preserving the past. Authenticity of objects was established by scientific analysis, provenance, and academic expertise (Jones 2010). Once an item was authenticated by a museum, the item in turn authenticated the museum’s cultural authority (Hess 2017). By placing prime examples of human endeavour on display and guaranteeing they were genuine, museums won public trust, becoming ‘places of learning and inspiration and excitement’ (Fort Worth 2014). Authenticity matters to people (Penrose 2018), and we still expect heritage institutions to tell the truth about what they display, and we still trust them to do so (Dilenschnieder 2019).

Museums and heritage sites came from the desire to preserve, protect and accurately record history. Heritage conservation was variously a response to industrialisation, the establishment of nation-states at a time when empires were falling and, later, to post-war modernisation (Smith 2006 17; Donnachie 2010: 117). The preservation of the past has not always been given priority. As Foucault states: ‘the idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of general archive, the will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms… this whole idea belongs to our modernity’ (in Bennett 1995: 1). So, while heritage is presented as authentic, wanting to freeze aspects of the past could be viewed as unnatural. ‘Clock-time’ is another western concept stemming from industrialisation; prior to this, people lived by the cyclical rhythms of nature (Zadeh 2021). Only high value objects were deliberately preserved – as Lovell and Bull note, what is left over from the past is usually the ‘heritage of the wealthy’ (2018: 26). This need to preserve the past as it was has led to heritage being largely abandoned to tourism, while ‘real life’ continues elsewhere. The historic centres of Vienna (UNESCO 2021) and Santa Fe (Alsayyad 2008: 160) are examples of ‘cultural objectification’ creating civic spaces that are frozen in time (ibid: 159). Pearce observes that heritage is ‘memory itself given material form’ (2010: xvi).

It has already been noted that authenticity can be defined in many ways. Above, the material definition was addressed. The presentation of an authentic object combined with a factual narrative – e.g., the Mona Lisa is real, it is unique, it was created in the early 1500s and it was painted by da Vinci – is what we have come to expect from heritage institutions, and the assurance of authenticity remains a major strength and selling point of the museum and heritage sector. This version of authenticity (which is also described as indexical or essentialist (Thyne and Hede 2016; Chhabra 2010)), is viewed as objective and measurable (Jones 2010) and is received as the truth. There is no doubt that the object in the museum is ‘the real thing’ and people enjoy it as such (University of Cambridge 2013). However, authenticity may also be perceived in less straightforward ways.

One form of authenticity proposed by academic literature has been described as iconic. It is used in heritage settings to represent, rather than present, reality – for example, decorating a room with modern materials to evoke an historical era, or building a diorama or model to describe a scene (Thyne and Hede 2016). The authenticity in this instance is emblematic rather than indexical. It would include instances where an object has been restored, so is no longer indexically authentic. Preservation or repair can involve altering material states, so with material authenticity lost, the focus then shifts to maintaining the ‘intrinsic nature’ of the object (Hess 2017: 288). Penrose (2020) describes how iconic authenticity is used to good effect in Amsterdam’s Anne Frank House, where original artefacts are few. Thyne and Hede (2016) examine the experience of visitors to New Zealand’s Janet Frame House, the empirically real ex-family home of the author, which lacks original artefacts entirely, but nevertheless manages to elicit an evocative experience via the period décor and candour and authority of the guides. The guides help visitors overcome the dissonance of being confronted with inauthentic objects, and so visitors are ‘still able to respect the museum for its expertise’ (2016: 1486). Hess (2017) outlines how the current manifestation of 2LO, the BBC’s first radio transmitter, cannot be considered authentic in material terms, but nevertheless represents an important and truthful account of the object’s (and therefore broadcasting) history. The philosophical conundrum of the Ship of Theseus (or Trigger’s Broom, for a contemporary take), as mentioned by Lovell and Bull (2018: 36-38), illustrates the paradox of restored items, and these authors provide a further appropriately nautical example with HMS Victory, where extensive restoration has meant most of the original structure has been replaced, ‘yet the item still retains its identity and has evocative power as a recognisable object’ (2018: 41). (Compare this to the Mary Rose, whose incomplete, rotted remains have been preserved exactly as they were discovered on the seabed; despite their very different materialities, a visitor will experience both ships as real (2018: 38).) The plaster reproductions of the Elgin Marbles in the New Acropolis Museum, Athens, is another example of iconic authenticity. Visitors uncomfortable with the disputed provenance of the originals in the British Museum may prefer to see the copies in Greece. Chhabra states, ‘cultural representations are based on their ability to draw consumer dollars’ (2008: 429), and so heritage sites deploy iconic authenticity to maintain the perception of reality when material authenticity has been lost.

Heritage and tourism are inextricably linked. Chhabra’s earlier study of heritage tourism found that feelings of authenticity can be attained even when the experience is completely divorced from its original cultural source (Chhabra 2003). This leads us to staged authenticity, which celebrates local history and traditions, arts and crafts, cultural events, and so on, at a far remove from the real thing. Battle re-enactments, medieval fayres, and the Scottish Highland Games (the focus of Chhabra’s study) are all examples of staged events that evoke a strong sense of connection to, and enjoyment of, the past. Chhabra posits that nostalgia and the linking of both the traditional and the present is the appeal of these events. The staged event is experienced as genuine by the participants because it has been explicitly designed to bring about an authentic sense of place or period through theatrical effect and sensory engagement (Lovell and Bull 2018: 147). This type of historical representation has been described as ‘real fake’ (ibid). Conversely, ‘fake fake’ heritage representations make no attempt to generate a sense of authenticity, as exemplified in the built environment of Las Vegas Strip, where the Venice Campanile rubs shoulders with the Pyramid of Luxor, and visitors enjoy it (or not) for what it is.

Fakery has long been an issue for the heritage sector, and this is an interesting area to explore when considering the importance of authenticity. Smith argues the ‘common sense assumption that ‘heritage’ can unproblematically be identified as old, grand, monumental and aesthetically pleasing sites, buildings, places and artefacts’ is essentially false (2006: 11). She states that to define it in these terms is to overlook all other social, cultural and historical interpretations about meaning and value. All things that exist in the world are material objects – this is indisputable. And yet an identical copy of an ancient item is seen as having less intrinsic value than the original, despite being of equal technical quality. This brings us back to the politics implicit within the act of authentication. Egyptology, for example, is rife with fakes, and frequently even expert eyes are fooled (Savage 2008). Errors are made, professionals are left with egg on their faces, but do the public care? This is debatable. Jones (2010) mentions research that shows that visitors experience equal pleasure when viewing a copy or an original as long as they do not know they are looking at a copy. Alternatively, a temporary exhibition of famous forgeries at the V&A in 2010 drew significantly more visitors than a neighbouring display of new acquisitions featuring notable works of art (Hardwick 2010). Harwick wryly notes that the prize exhibit, Shaun Greenhalgh’s forged Amarna Princess, was ‘an invaluable witness to the twenty-first century state of British Egyptomania and Egyptology’ (2010: 407). With the help of his parents and brother, Greenhalgh produced artefacts that ranged across genre and era, and which fooled professionals for over a decade. He said of the Armana Princess, which was sold as original for £440,000, ‘there was no one more surprised than me that it was actually passed by the British Museum’ (Chaudhari 2019). He suspected elitism was behind his success, saying that the London-based experts did not conceive that a working class family from Bolton would have the insider knowledge, the talent or the audacity required to infiltrate the art world to the extent that they did (ibid). Arguably the most interesting thing about Greenhalgh’s and others’ forgeries is that they can come to have value in their own right, as noted in the Greenhalgh interview, and as evidenced by the success of the V&A exhibition. When discovered, such forgeries become authentic fakes – given value by the narrative that has been constructed around them. The fake authenticity is placed centre stage by the museum, and this brings in visitors.

The important issue re displaying fakes is that visitors are not being wilfully deceived by the heritage institution: museums and other official heritage sites are ‘expected to behave in a socially responsible manner’ (Hede et al. 2014: 1400). As Brita et al. observe, museums are full of inauthentic items that are held for pedagogical purposes, as props to enhance the overall experience, or to extend conservation practice through the reproduction of traditional crafts (2019: 2). One example of this is the ‘faithful replica’ of the Bayeux Tapestry on display in Reading Museum (Reading Museum n.d.). (To illustrate the appeal of the genuine over the copy, it is worth noting that the original tapestry attracts four times as many visitors as the replica (Reading Museum 2021; Museums Association 2021).) Brita et al. also note that the original/copy dichotomy stems from western ideas, hence there are cultural differences in perceptions of authenticity (ibid). This view is backed up by a Chinese study that states that western notions of authenticity are ‘moralized’, whereas the Asian approach finds authenticity in the sensory, aesthetic and spiritual (Jin et al. 2020: 8). Both papers express the view that in an Asian context, the authenticity of an object is more usually found in the appreciation of the long tradition of craftsmanship that went into its making, rather than in the object itself; an approach that allows a broader conceptualisation of heritage than the western approach of only applying it to items from the past. Field (2009) also explores this theme, describing four kinds of authenticity central to both heritage and commercial activity: ethnographic; original high art; engineered; and branded. He states that when an object accurately represents its originating culture, ethnographic authenticity is achieved, but this can lead to objects being ‘permitted to vary in appearance only in very narrow and predictable ways’ (2009: 510). If ethnographic objects are being produced for commercial reasons (i.e., for the heritage tourism market), the imposition of western ideas of authenticity may be stifling artistic development by confining artists to producing what tourists think heritage should look like. On the other hand, as Lovell and Bull note, traditional artisanship is often mimetic, linking past and present together through traditional skills (2018: 40). We are back to considering who decides what is authentic and why. As Jones states, even today ‘experts in various guises… actively produce and negotiate these realms of value’ (2010: 182). 

Chhabra observed that ‘experiential cultural tourism is becoming increasingly popular and it focuses on providing cultural empathy and ‘authentic, emotional, and spiritual experiences’’ (2008: 430). Indeed, many museums now attempt to enable visitors to feel a personal connection to their displays, to engender a more emotional response that will remain with them after they have left. This interactive approach is intended to heighten a sense of inclusivity and encourage engagement. In the shift to what Casey called ‘performative’ museums (2003) we find perhaps the most important development in how authenticity is presented within the heritage environment. Many have argued that authenticity is a personal construct – ‘not a tangible asset, but… a judgement of value placed on the setting by the observer’ (Moscardo and Pearce, quoted in Chhabra 2010: 794), and contemporary presentation of heritage increasingly relies on engineering a sense of emotional connection in visitors to what is on view. Penrose (2018) writes about how the successful transmission of a narrative relies equally on how objects are presented and how they are received. She notes that by expanding official interpretation to include visitors’ own understandings, contexts and narratives, subjective feelings of authenticity are enhanced, enriching the visitor experience and providing a personal understanding of how the past connects to the present. While the interpretation is ostensibly made by the visitor, however, the museum goes to great lengths to ensure the preferred message is received. The Anne Frank House, for example, invokes experiential authenticity by emotive storytelling to convey its core message in a relatable and relevant way, so that the profundity and significance of the historic events depicted is made real for visitors in a way that resonates with contemporary concerns and personal experience (Penrose 2018). Museums achieve this type of integrated learning not just through the objects on display but also through careful use of atmospheric cues that enhance perceptions of authenticity (Lourerio 2019). That so much effort is put into enhancing feelings of personal connection via authenticity demonstrates its importance to the heritage industry.

However, narratives perceived to be inauthentic can generate strong dissonance reactions. For example, non-Christians may struggle with the Creation Museum’s biblical interpretation of dinosaur bones (Creation Museum 2021). In a discussion of ‘creative labelling’, Ting (2010) recounts how, while allowing individual visitors to apply their own interpretations to museum objects during a community engagement session, one attempt to label a twelfth century Chinese tea bowl as a Native American artefact left her deeply conflicted, especially as the labeller knew the object was Chinese. Despite respecting the sentiment behind the labelling, she was ‘reluctant to make such a liberal connection’ (2010: 200). She states that when a museum considers a personal interpretation to be ‘trivial or even inappropriate’ it then feels obliged to take over interpretive authority to retain integrity (ibid). This example illustrates both how the need for authenticity is deeply felt and how, despite the recent shift into community engagement, heritage institutions still desire to control the narrative.

The thread running through all versions of authenticity offered by heritage institutions is the promotion of meaningful connection to the past. As competitors in a global tourism market, repackaging the past for consumer consumption has become just as important to the heritage sector as its original mission to collect, conserve and educate. Heritage has become a global industry that reflects not just history, but national, community and individual identity (Ambrose and Paine 2018: 7). Furthermore, it is big business – at 2015, the museum sector in England alone was contributing £1.45bn per year to the British economy, and generating three times as much as it was receiving in grants (Arts Council England 2015). The Louvre continues to be the most visited museum in the world (Statista 2021), and it anticipates that visitor numbers will continue to rise (Cascone 2014). A recent study of its visitors found that young people placed just as much importance on physical visits as older visitors (Evrard and Krebs 2017). If even digital natives place high value on experiencing the real, the future looks bright for heritage.

As authenticity ‘functions not only in the realm of unique’ (Field 2009: 510), museums have used it to draw out visitors’ personal expectations, which then enhances their reputations as ‘bastions of authenticity’ (q.v.). Whether authenticity is understood as factual, original, authoritative, truthful, sincere, traditionally produced, an accurate reflection of real life, or a facet of individualisation, it is ‘one of the most important… marketing constructs that has emerged… in the past few decades’ (Hede et al. 2014: 1406) and museums rely on it to generate income and keep customers coming back. Authenticity is ‘a fundamental measure of museum distinctiveness’ (Chhabra 2008: 430) and cultural construct or not, it remains of paramount importance in the presentation of heritage.
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