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

Authenticity is a key concept in the presentation of heritage.  However, the idea of authenticity can have two components, academic authenticity and imagined authenticity.[footnoteRef:2]  Academic authenticity is the idea that an object is subject to professional scrutiny and validated by experts in the field of archaeology, or the period of history from whence an object or tradition is claimed to belong to. [footnoteRef:3] When physical heritage is presented with recognisable academic authority, a visitor is more likely to accept the narrative associated with it.  Likewise, visitors are more likely to validate non-tangible heritage such as folklore when presented by a museum, university or recognised professional body.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Derek Bryce; Samantha Murdy; Mathew Alexander, ‘Diaspora, Authenticity and the Imagined Past’, Annals of Tourism Research, Vol 66 (2017) pp. 49-60, p49-50.]  [3:  Ibid.; Alison J McIntosh; Richard C. Prentice, ‘Affirming Authenticity: Consuming Cultural Heritage’, Annals of tourism Research, Vol 26, pp. 589-612 (1999), p 590.]  [4:  Eunkyung Park, Byoung-Kil Choi, Timothy J. Lee, ‘The Role and Dimensions of Authenticity in Heritage Tourism’, Tourism Management, Vol 74, (2019), pp. 99-109.] 

Imagined authenticity is a more ephemeral concept, usually dependant on an audience’s preconceptions or expectations of what an object or tradition should be.  The emotion evoked by the presentation of physical heritage is, in this instance, more important than fact and is often essentially a kind of collective historical nostalgia.  The idea of a medieval castle, cowboy’s outfit or Chinese food, absorbed through media and experience is often perceived as more authentic than the reality of a squat rectangular fort, or food not found on the menu of your local Chinese takeaway.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Deepak Chhabra; Robert Healy; Erin Sills, ‘Staged Authenticity and Heritage Tourism’, Annals of Tourism Research, Vol 30, pp.702-719, (2003).] 

One deciding factor of the importance of authenticity in the presentation of heritage is whether the presentation includes only tangible or non-tangible heritage, or both.  Tangible heritage encompasses material remains of a time or culture, whist intangible heritage may extend to include food, traditions, beliefs, or skills important to a community and its history.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  D. Fairchild Ruggles; and Silverman, Helaine ‘From Tangible to Intangible Heritage’, Intangible Heritage Embodied, (2009) pp. 1-14., pp.1-2] 

The context and audience in which heritage is presented may also affect the concept of authenticity is important.  Visitors to certain widely known institutions like the British Museum, come with the expectation of academic authenticity.  Heritage presented in a television documentary is often viewed as more authentic than that found on YouTube, yet wide and varied audiences engage with the more casual, more easily accessed heritage found on these channels with greater enthusiasm than the former medium.[footnoteRef:7]  Imagined authenticity is sufficient in many cases during reenactments or festivals, though here there is some debate whether visitors go for education on the ‘real’ or just to be entertained by a pseudo historical fantasy world they are attached to.[footnoteRef:8]   [7:  Jouko Aaltonen, ‘From evidence to re-enactment: history, television and documentary film’, Journal of Media Practice, vol 16:2, pp.108-125, p 2-3, 10-11]  [8:  Elizabeth Carnegie, and Scott McCabe, ‘Re-Enactment Events and Tourism’, Current Issues in Tourism, vol. 11 (2008), pp. 349–68. ] 

Authenticity can also often be indirectly important to the presentation of heritage, not as a concept which the audience are aware of, but as a driving force behind the innovation of new techniques for communication and presentation, such as immersive heritage and virtual heritage.  Its direct importance to different physical and online presentations of heritage can also vary.  This essay explores the levels of importance authenticity has in different projects, more especially from the perspective of the consumers of heritage.  It also seeks to reach a conclusion regarding the overall impact of authenticity in the presentation of all heritage.
In the traditional presentation of tangible heritage, the importance of academic authenticity is high, both for the visitor and producer.  It is often a deciding factor, alongside visitor’s expectations of authenticity, in how items are presented, and which heritage is presented.  It is assumed by visitors form the physical presentation, and often included in the interpretation.
The traditional approach to presenting the material aspects of heritage generally involves a barrier separating the audience from the item.  The barrier can be physical, a glass case or rope, or it can be an arbitrated barrier, like institution rules restricting interacting with the object beyond visual engagement.  This emotional disconnect with the remains of a culture is often associated with rigorous and professional authentication, whether this is true or not.  Though usually seen in established museums, like the British Museum or Pitt Rivers, many pop-up museums or private collectors mimic this presentation technique to create the impression of authenticity.  In this way it is not just museums which are “dedicated to the worship of authenticity”, as Kruspel and Blumauer believe. [footnoteRef:9]   The difference comes with the architecture of these settings.  In the older museums, the architecture is reminiscent of religious buildings, creating a further pedestal and disconnect for the audience, keeping the heritage pristine and authentic.[footnoteRef:10]   [9:  Stefanie Jovanovic-Kruspel; Reinhard Blumauer, ‘The Magic of Authenticity in 19th Century Museums – The Solomon Islands Caryatide by Viktor Tilgner and the discovery of the Novara Spear’, Anthropology and Prehistory, (2020) Vol 122, pp. 187-209, p. 189]  [10:  Ibid.] 

Another aspect of this presentation of tangible heritage which concerns the concept of authenticity is the interpretation displayed with the items.  Province is generally displayed included in these displays as ‘proof’ that the item is genuine.  Items with lost or unsure province are often left in storage and not displayed as part of an exhibit on the period or culture which most would associate them with.  This is for fear that there may be a discovery which will be made rendering it inauthentic to the group of items with which it has been placed.  If authenticity was less of a concern in these settings, audiences may be educated on their visits about another kind of heritage, and how fake items come to exist, or why the heritage of one period or place may mimic another.  
One example of this, and a casualty of the authenticity-centric system, is the replica Egyptian amulets and scarabs which today are mostly dismissed as fake and left un-displayed or thrown out as worthless.  These replicas were prevalent in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, sold to collectors and archaeology enthusiasts as genuine Ancient Egyptian relics.  Only decades later were they discovered to be modern fakes.[footnoteRef:11]  There are some of these scarabs and amulets, however, which are more difficult to date and place, because contemporaries of the Ancient Egyptians also created replicas, making the items genuine to the period, but not location.[footnoteRef:12]  To avoid this fascinating, troublesome and inconvenient grey area of Egyptian history, archaeology, and historiography, most museums will either not display such replicas, will give them their own section, or group them with a with nineteenth century archaeology and colonialism exhibits.[footnoteRef:13]  Here the academic and perceived authenticity of heritage directly affects how it is presented.  These items are relevant, interesting and authentic pieces of tangible heritage, but may not align with audience perceptions of authenticity, reflecting negatively on the professionalism of the establishment without being addressed properly.   [11:  Carl Walsh, Kaelin Jewell, ‘What to Do with Fakes?  Modern Productions of Ancient Egyptian Objects as Pedagogical Tools in Museums’, Teaching Ancient Egypt in Museums, (2024), pp. 42-55]  [12:  Mathew L. Skuse, ‘Aegyptiaca in action: Assessing the Significance of Scarabs and Other Egyptian and Egyptianizing  “Amulets” at Perachora and Beyond’, Journal of Ancient Egyptian Interconnections, Vol 32 (2021), pp. 39-81]  [13:  Walsh, Jewell, ‘What to Do with Fakes?’] 

Another way authenticity impacts the presentation of heritage in a traditional setting is the dialogue used in its interpretation.  Like the barriers, it is mostly clinical, factual and emotionless, as if reluctant to move beyond the original absence of explanation or information.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  ‘The Magic of Authenticity in 19th Century Museums’ p189-190] 

Though we are beginning to see deviation from this approach it is still the prevalent method of communicating to an audience in sombre tones that the heritage they are viewing is more authentic for being removed from its context, which is then explained by the infallible description plaque.  Education is a serious matter for adults, and the main concern of the exhibit an audience is viewing in many of these settings.  Frivolous emotion, interaction and imagination is reserved for children, who need these things to be educated because of a shorter attention span.  Indeed, it is one of the reasons many non-traditional methods of heritage presentation are viewed as ‘family events’, or less trustworthy, and thus less favoured by prestigious institutions.  
Thankfully, there is a growing innovation in traditional museum settings, most notably, science museums, which meld the traditional, factual interpretation, indicate rigorous research via naming prominent professors, and encourage extra-visual engagement.  However, this deviation is more easily embraced when the heritage in question is not tangible.  On a small scale, there is a clear example of this at the Francis Crick Institute exhibition, Hello Brain.[footnoteRef:15]  It’s main focus is educating visitors about the brain, however, the majority of the exhibition is taken up by presenting the history of discovery and neuroscience, much of which has little physical heritage to be explored, and so by necessity, must present the heritage differently to spearheads in a glass case.  The exhibition also embraces heritage as something which can be made now, rather than only documented, or discovered in the present.[footnoteRef:16]   [15:  < https://www.crick.ac.uk/whats-on/exhibitions/hello-brain > [accessed 08/07/2024]]  [16:  Ibid. The ‘Nit a Neuron’ project is an excellent example of creating a tradition which also leaves physical heritage.] 

The physical space in which much tangible heritage must be presented to audiences innately encourages imagined authenticity and encourages the expectation of professional authenticity.  However, the importance of authenticity shifts when heritage is presented virtually.  This, more modern method of presenting the material aspects of heritage is when the “museum… [becomes] not a monument to Great Ideas or a dry lesson on past civilizations, nor… an elite temple of unintelligible art”.  In most cases when authenticity is a concern, professional authenticity is emphasised, however, more important to presentation in most digital heritage projects and websites, is the engagement of the audience.  Most are concerned with creating an atmosphere for the audience where history lives and visitors of many demographics can interact and connect with heritage.  Here, the priority is presenting heritage as layered, and relatable, the authenticity is both a tool in accomplishing this and a welcome by-product.  Education rather than alienation takes priority over credentials, which are usually consigned to a sperate page.
There are, however, several variations in the presentation of heritage, dependant on the producer and anticipated audience.  To explore this, we will examine second examples.  First, the British Museum’s virtual museum, Museum of the World, created for visitors during the COVID-19 pandemic, when physical visitation was not possible.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  The Museum of the World < https://www.openhistoryarchive.com/the-museum-of-the-world > [accessed 17/02/2024]; Archeosoup, Museum of the World (British Museum): Review < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jpycog7AAY0 > [accessed 08/07/24] This project has sadly been archived by the museum and google, so reviews like this are a good way to see what the website was.  ] 

Has an initially creative presentation, placing items catalogued at the museum along multiple timelines correlating to world locations which the audience must traverse.  This gives context to the items on virtual display, and could arguably be an attempt to promote imagined authenticity.  However, when an item is selected, we are met with something very close to the format of a conventional museum label.  We are also met with an effort to layer information, with a map, sound clip and related objects.[footnoteRef:18]  This was by far the most deviant and explorative of the British Museum’s attempts to virtually present their collections, but was unfortunately archived shortly after 2020, likely to encourage more physical visitors.   Their other collections involve static pictures with no interpretation, or only that found in the snapshots of the museum rooms themselves.[footnoteRef:19]  The museum’s virtual efforts struggle to let go of the presentation audiences associate with the authenticity of the institution during their physical visits.   [18:  < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jpycog7AAY0 > [accessed 08/07/2024]]  [19:  < https://www.britishmuseum.org/blog/how-explore-british-museum-home > [accessed 08/07/2024]] 

This is not the case for the City Witness project.  Though professional authenticity was still clearly an important concern for those who created the project, immersion and engagement from all ages is clearly of more importance, and the presentation of the heritage on this site reflects this.  Though the concept of authenticity is a key concern for the information attached to the heritage, the deciding factor in how heritage is presented here is not authenticity, but how the medium can be used to fullest advantage to provide depth, connection and education.[footnoteRef:20]  There is a considerable emphasis, through font and layout, on academic authority on the homepage, as well as the ‘about’ and ‘context’ page.  The main portion of the website is dedicated to helping audiences visualise and connect rather than authenticate.  The viewer’s need for authenticity is even here, however, associated with age, as academic rigor is left visible on most pages except for the ‘game’ page, which is clearly aimed at younger audiences.  On the other hand, this is more evidence that connection to events and people is more important on this site.  The City Witness project also presents the non-tangible heritage – legends, traditions of saints’ miracles and multiple accounts - alongside the more tangible, albeit virtual, heritage – translations and original records uploaded and old maps.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Silke Schwandt, ‘Going Virtual: How Does the Potential of Interactive Scenarios Influence the Way We Do History in the 21st Century?’, Panel Four: Digital History and Theory Symposium, (Brown University, 2023)  < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jaaRoKpnRqY&t=2596s > [accessed 16/02/2024]. ]  [21:  City Witness, (2014) < https://medievalswansea.ac.uk/en/index.html > [accessed 15/02/2024] ] 

There is another virtual presentation of heritage which almost entirely discards professional authenticity and proudly embraces the imagined, entirely prioritising of connection, evocation of emotion and many would say entertainment.  This is so similar to its physical counterpart in approach to presentation, that they can be discussed synonymously.  An immersive approach to the presentation of heritage, whether virtual or physical relies on the perceptions and preconceptions an audience may have of a particular period or country.[footnoteRef:22]  This is generally more important to the decisions around the presentation of heritage than the idea of academic accuracy.  In immersive heritage, audiences are more likely to be lenient with the accuracy of the items and traditions presented to them, if they feel authentic, or in other words, seem to fit with the impression they already have of a certain period, or the environment created by the producers at a site or museum. [22:  Richard Prentice; Vivien Andersen, ‘Interpreting Heritage Essentialisms:  Familiarity and Felt History’, Tourism Management, vol. 28 (2007), pp. 661-676.] 

Within immersive heritage there are several approaches to presentation, which treat authenticity with varying degrees of importance.  The immersive heritage of Virtual Reality is overall, concerned with the accessibility of heritage, rather than authenticity.  It is usually presented as a replacement for a physical visit to a site, placing the visitor ‘in the shoes’ of someone from the past.  Much like digital heritage this presentation also revolves around adding layers to the interpretation of the heritage.  Recently, using this as priority for presentation has been explored, trying to create, as Silke Schwandt says, “an interactive, synchronised view” of a time or place’s history.[footnoteRef:23]  Her own virtual immersive project, is based on drawing together data points which pieces of history and heritage represent and organising them into a network which is easier to navigate.[footnoteRef:24]  The focus of this presentation was aesthetic, accessibility and connectivity.  Here, as in physical immersive heritage, creating meaningful connection and offering audiences relatability, is more important than professional or imagined authenticity.   [23:  Schwandt, ‘Going Viral’]  [24:  Schwandt, ‘Going Viral’] 

Physical immersive heritage differs in that imagined authenticity is paramount to its presentation, as a vehicle for creating emotional connection.  Chhabra, Healy and Sills comment about events marketed as historical, or with a connection to a cultural heritage, “the authenticity of events and attractions is staged and distorted to suit the needs of both the ‘guests’ and their ‘hosts’”.[footnoteRef:25]  They discuss the staging of Modern Highland Games, held not only in Scotland, but also New Zealand, Canada and the United States, which are essentially a fabrication or most charitably, a revival, rather than an ‘authentic’  continuation of tradition.  The revival was also encouraged by historic enemies, rather than the Scots themselves. The Modern Highland Games provide an emotional connection for anyone with Scottish heritage, or any who are interested in the idea of Scottish heritage, as they can participate in activities they perceive their ancestors to have also engaged with.  The perception many have from the media is generally the type of heritage displayed here.  “Nostalgic collective memory selectively reconstructs he pasts to serve the needs of the present.”[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Deepak Chhabra; Robert Healy; Erin Sills, ‘Staged Authenticity and Heritage Tourism’, Annals of Tourism Research, Vol 30, (2003), pp.702-719, p 703.]  [26:  Chhabra; Healy; Sills, ‘Staged Authenticity and Heritage Tourism’, p 705] 

 A similar phenomenon is visible at sites like the gene Autry Western Heritage Museum.  The authenticity here is a delicate balance of select small details which are both expected and unexpected, as well as careful omissions of less comfortable accuracies which “vacuum clean the past”, allowing people to step into a romanticised historical world.[footnoteRef:27]  Audiences are eager to embrace something which is “a congenial blend of the unique and the popular, the historical and the modern, the national and the personal”.[footnoteRef:28]  So long as there are identifiable ‘cowboys’, and saloons, an audience can feel it is an authentic recreation of their history.[footnoteRef:29]  Because of this, visitors to re-enactments and living museums, are often “dismissed as fun seekers”.[footnoteRef:30]  McIntosh and Prentice argue that immersive heritage like this, however, can provide an emotional connection to the past, and that personal meaning, appreciation and insight are promoted at events and sites like this, generating empathy with the past.[footnoteRef:31]  This is largely due to the presentation of heritage at these sites – both original and replicated – lacking written interpretation.  Instead, the presentation is the interpretation of the heritage, both tangible and intangible.  Context is returned to items, making them easier to identify with lives.  Audiences can see their own everyday items, traditions, or stories as they interact with the heritage around them, making the physical and non-physical heritage objectively authentic to them without the professional authenticity present in other settings.[footnoteRef:32]   [27:  Jackie R Donath, ‘The Gene Autry Western Heritage Museum: the Problem of an Authentic Western Mystique’ (review), American Quarterly, Vol 43, (1991), pp.82-102, p 91.]  [28:  Donath, ‘The Gene Autry Western Heritage Museum’, p 87.]  [29:  Ibid.]  [30:  McIntosh; Prentice, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p 591.]  [31:  McIntosh; Prentice, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p 591-594]  [32:  Eunkyung Park, Byoung-Kil Choi, Timothy J. Lee, ‘The Role and Dimensions of Authenticity in Heritage Tourism’, Tourism Management, Vol 74, (2019), pp. 99-109, p100.] 

Overall, the concept of authenticity is very important to how heritage is presented.  However, the medium in which it is presented is often a more important factor, and also generally determines how the degree to which authenticity is prioritised in presentation.  In the physical space of museums professional authenticity reigns, and the audience expectation of what this academic authenticity should be is a driving force in creating a disconnect between audience, object and context.  Some special exhibitions are able to move away from this, by focusing on information and engagement over authenticity.  Academic authenticity is still important to the presentation of digital heritage, though presented separately to the heritage.  However, more important than the authenticity of heritage, is the layering of information around it, seeking to create a connection with varying audiences.  Similarly, Virtual reality takes this a step further, making educational resonance the key to presentation, and is the medium which relies least on any kind of authenticity for its presentation.  Physical immersive heritage, re-enactments or recreations of heritage, in contrast, rely heavily on imagined and staged authenticity.  Authenticity is key for deciding how immersive heritage is presented, in a context, whether researched or reimagined.
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