


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

The term “Authenticity” is an unintentionally deceptive word as it is the cause of much debate throughout a wide range of scholarly fields. To the average consumer ‘authenticity’ is what separates what is real from what is fake. This seems like a reasonable working definition but even then, the topic is a lot more complex than that. Someone’s perception of what is authentic can be altered by many factors such as where they come from, what is their past knowledge, what institution of learning they come from, their education level and experience (Choi, Lee and Park, 2019). Even as time advances there will be an increasing number of definitions for what constitutes authenticity (Wood, 2020) As people’s perspectives will be different, their comprehension of this term will also vary, therefore there will be no single answer to what authenticity means. Some describe the term as another social construct that needs to be debated (Waitt, 2000). Introspective and philosophical academics characterise authenticity through measurable facts; however, constructivists and experimentalists define it by how an individual feels and the contexts from which it arises (Wood, 2020). Others think the concept authenticity is implemented through the participation and engagement of the partaker (Wood, 2020). Reisinger and Steiner (2006) propose that authenticity should not be considered a concept due to the term being far to broad and unstable, and in some cases too problematic.   
The different types of authenticity, which all have their separate meanings and can be applied to various contexts are described as follows. Emergent authenticity (Cohen, 1988) can be described by a universal perception of the different meanings and values that has been impacted by a learners own personal views (Rham, Miller, Heartly and Moore, 2002). Staged authenticity (MacCannell, 1973) refers to the how authenticity appears very performative when it comes to catering to the tourism sector; often so performative the experience can seem in authentic. Existential authenticity (Kolar and Zebkar, 2010) is more of a philosophical definition take on authenticity and relates to what authenticity means to the individual and how they define it (Reisinger and Steiner, 2006). Object-based authenticity (Kolar and Zebkar, 2010) concerns how people distinguish real artifacts from ones that are not ‘real’ (Gannon, Lochrie and Taher, 2016). Existential and object-based authenticity are often talked about simultaneously, but it is important to note however that they cannot be compared, considering they are independent of one another (Kolar and Zebkar, 2010).
Authenticity in relation to heritage is of particular importance, because if nothing is perceived as the ‘real’ thing, then there would be no cause to maintain the items we safeguard, display, and restore (Naoi, 2003). The concept of authenticity is important for tourists and the tourism sector (Kolar and Zebkar, 2010). Heritage tourists, in particular, visit certain places for an experience they are not usually exposed to; they fully expect this new encounter to be as authentic as possible (Waitt, 2000). The problem with this is that they might not be able to differentiate between what is authentic and what is not. 
Museums are the main location for histories materialities to be stored for public viewing or safeguarding. They are supposed to be the homes for collections of authentic items, because of this the public take this for face value and believe that what museums have to say as absolute fact. In most cases objects and places gain their authenticity by their participation in heritage (Smith, 2006), or being placed in a heritage space. People go to museums for an authentic experience; they go for an insight into other cultures different from their own, and perhaps completely lost to time. Even though the items are laid out in front of them it is to note that people have put them where they are intentionally. This relates to the previously referenced staged authenticity (MacCannell, 1978), nothing in museums is done without a purpose. Museums play a powerful role when it comes to presenting collections. Their role is to essentially convince the members of the public that what they are seeing is the real thing; weather it is or is not authentic is a separate issue in itself. What kinds of information museums display and how they display them, have the ability to alter the way that a person interprets artifacts and exhibits?
Whether something is authentic or not is the major factor in gaining the status of world heritage (Wood, 2020). The items and places that get a world heritage status or a universal status of authenticity by scholars need to be authorised before they are deemed as such (Wood, 2020). The people who enable this are usually people in positions of power with a high status and plenty of influence over the community. The same thing applies to museums. It is the people who are in positions of power who get to decide what artifacts get selected as representations of the past (Waitt, 2000). Museums are a completely manmade experience (Pine and Gilmore, 2007); what they validate the existence of, and they show the public is only what they want them to see. Despite their seemingly impartial appearance museums are very much political places with altera motives and agendas. Museums and the people who run them stand as the mediator between the people who hold the information and the public who wish to learn. There is a long-lasting stereotype that museums are nationalistic, patriarchal, sanitized and Eurocentric (Waitt, 2000). It should be noted that this statement, is in fact still true, and should not be considered a stereotype. For example, museums still have items that were taken from previously colonized countries with no shame and put on display like trophies for the public to witness (Reppas, 2007). A museums foundations were built for the rich to flaunt their wealth and the collections they have amassed (Steinhauer, 2018); it is evident that still to this day that has not changed even though they have become more welcoming to the general public in the last decade or so (Trant, 1998).
An investigation was completed partly by Gordan Waitt (2000), the subject of the investigation was the European influenced in New South Wales, Australia, called The Rocks. It entailed a series of interviews conducted by Waitt himself and two colleges, Lidia Fera and Laurie Brown and with the permission of the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority (SCRA) (Waitt, 2000). The creation of this site is the subject of much controversy as it commercialised Australian nationalism and that leaves no place for conversation about the oppression or racist past the town was built up on. It in all senses is a tourist town, built for the sole purpose of entertaining the public. Its whole selling point is that is an authentic site, but it is nothing but an Idealised interpretation of the past with no reference to the hardships any kind of minority group went through. The two questions that were asked while conducting this survey; the first question considered the income, gender, age and where they lived; the second question was designed to ask what the respondents perceived authenticity of The Rocks was. Through this investigation it was concluded that historical experience, shopping, and restaurant facilities were the 3 main reasons for visiting the site. A high number of the participants believed that the physical aspects of the town was the most authentic (such as the cobbled streets and the sandstone houses), while they thought the pubs and the guided tours where some of the least authentic aspects. The main components that influences a person’s perspective on the authenticity was someone’s gender, age and place of living; tourists from around saw the past as less authentic than the residents. Its to be noted that men who had previously visited the site on many occasions where far less critical of the rocks; it was the younger women who were the most critical of the lack of authenticity. This investigation is a good example of how authenticity is solely up to the individual. 
It is reasonable to question whether items that are out of context can still be considered authentic, as their original context (when they were made, who they were made for) give them history. Occasionally objects do get compartmentalised if they are the only relevant specimen for a showcase and have no context relating to surrounding objects (Cohen, 1998). Other times the context of an item can get ignored completely. For example, African objects in particular are classed as ethnographic items and not the pieces of art they should be considered (Steinhauer, 2018). It could be said that the fact they have be taken gives them more history; but the fact museums profit off items that are originally not their own is controversial at the very least and inhumane at the most. There is no one answer to how this problem gets resolved either, the repatriation of items is an extremely debated topic. Some think they should be sent back to the countries they came from; others think it is okay to be put on display but only if their misconduct is admitted and acknowledged; a considerable amount of people do not see a problem with stolen items being on display.
Changes in society are happening all the time and it is up to institutions of learning to keep up with them. Keeping up with societal views, why people are changing their minds, what is influencing it, where it is happening and who it is impacting is important and, in most cases, essential for museum management to be aware of so that their exhibits stay relevant (Kolar and Zebkar, 2010). Staying on brand while staying compatible with people can sometimes be a demanding task for museums as many of the older institutions have a long-standing reputation to think of (Pine and Gilmore 2007). Only making these changes in accordance with the way a museum presents itself will it be considered truly authentic. Some museums may not even want to change because their status is too important to them than their reputation. They are supposed to be institutes of learning, but instead the ideals of what a museum used to be gets passed down from one generation of historians and students to the next, meaning very little is changing in terms of morals and perceived grandeur. 
Unfortunately, museums are also extremely slow to engage with the digital aspect of modern society. Technology evolves fast it is important that museums keep up with the change so that they do not get left behind and become irrelevant. but during 2020 there was an opportunity for virtual museums and online tours (E.g. The Pitt Rivers virtual tour though art space) due to the fact people could not experience a museum in person. This opens up the space to an even wider audience than before, even allowing people from all over the world who may not have had the chance to participate in viewing the location in person. It is a fantastic opportunity for many people but allows the museum to limit what the public sees by even more. They can simply choose to not show anything that could be seen as problematic. On these tours it can be very difficult to actually read what any of the signage says as the camera cannot pick up the small writing. It may not be ideal for the watchers, but it does allow people to see the items for what they are in their authentic state. 
Society bases its concept of the present from its perceptions of the past; this re-enforces traditions and preconceived roles in society because that is what our authentic past constitutes. Authenticity gives people a sense of self, it reassures us and the decisions that we make (Wood, 2020).  While scholars have a tendency to base their imagining of past societies in a way that is tainted by and in accordance with their own values, experiences, and world view, despite their awareness of the separate reality created by time. The greater the time gap, the less material and documentary information is available for scholars to draw from. There are far too many variables between the present and the past we have no actual connection too. Many scholars also seek out papers and evidence that have a confirmation bias; they only intend to find points that will back up what they want ignoring all of the possibly contradicting evidence there is just to validate their opinion (Nickerson, 1998). 
Museums have the responsibility of making difficult to understand information digestible and familiar to the average consumer, usually through simplifying and abbreviating (Naoi, 2003). This in many cases is extremely useful as it allows the reader to not get overwhelmed so easily, but in some cases the oversimplification of information can be detrimental as it can lead to a majority of important points to be looked over allowing the participator a considerable amount of room for interpretation (Naoi, 2003). There is nothing wrong with allowing room for interpretation as it provides space for new ideas; sometimes the intended purpose of an exhibit or a work of art is to be interpreted by the spectator. But allowing too much room can often lead to original meaning being misrepresented. Another problem with oversimplifying things is that, if done too much, even to tourists it can come across in authentic (Naoi, 2003). The process of maintaining and conserving items could be seen as a way of altering the authenticity status of an item, sometimes for the worse (Naoi, 2003). Conservation in some cases could been perceived as destructive and inauthentic since the original condition that the object was found in is not being presented as such (Hendersen and Sweetnam, 2021). It can reduce the impact visually as the changes to an artifact is done in a hot pink colour, taking the focus away from the item but projecting it onto the conservation work (Hendersen and Sweetnam, 2021). 
One way heritage spaces make information consumable, especially for children, is through the act of storytelling and plays recounting events. This can be where all authenticity can be lost entirely for the observer no longer has any connection to the object; in fact, the actor replaces the object, now all the attention is on them, diminishing the importance of the object. Performances have capability to add and take away as much information from an object that they see fit to provide them with an interesting and satisfying experience (Jin, Shen and Xiao, 2020). Inauthentic and false narratives can easily be divulged through this process. Despite this, immersible authentic experiences can still be had through this type of storytelling. Castell Henllys is an open-air museum in North Pembrokeshire that is located right on top of an Iron Age hillfort (Pembrokeshire Coast, n/d). The replica roundhouses are built from the exact post holes the Celts built their original buildings. Castell Henllys is fully dedicated to being as authentic as possible, so much so that when people visit the site, they are told they are being sent back in time to the days when the Demetae Tribe lived on the land at approximately the time of the Roman invasion. When the visitors scale the hill to the fort itself there are actors dressed in period clothing who are always in character; they act as tour guides answering any questions the sightseer may have as well as partaking in domestic activities the way we understand the Celts would have completed these tasks. It is entirely possible this way of presenting the given information to the public is one of the most authentic takes on presenting authenticity. It differs from the example of The Rocks in Australia because it is not nearly as problematic and does not have the same roots in colonization; Castell Henllys was built for Welsh people by Welsh people. It is not conventional, and it may not have authentic time period items that was excavated there, but it is immersive in a way that a museum could never be.  
A majority of artifacts held in museums are seen as irreplaceable and one of a kind, their status of being so rare and desirable makes them incredibly valuable and for the most part, priceless. When authentic items start to get commercialised, they start to become trivialised and loose a considerable amount of their monetary value (Kolar and Zebkar, 2010). Pine and Gilmore (2007) use the example of how museums guard and gatekeep certain authentic items and experiences to then sell artificial replicas of these items in their gift shops. The more authentic the item the higher the monetary value can be for acquiring it or experiencing it (Naoi, 2003). This can be described as ‘experience economy’ (Pine and Gilmore, 2007). Experience economy is when an establishment uses their product and merchandise as a selling point, enticing the consumer to engage and buy their products with the supposed purpose of creating a more memorable experience (Newman, 2015). Having the status of authentic is a good point of promotion (Waitt, 2000), the more famous it is the better for business it is. 
This is not an issue for a most of tourists since there is no such thing as an inauthentic experience (Pine and Gilmore, 2007). Whether something is authentic or not is a purely personal encounter since it is something that the individual alone gets to perceive in whichever way that they please regardless of the fact that authenticity is still very much an issue of authority, the power of public opinion should not be underestimated. In many cases it is a narrative driven concept, the things that happen to an item provides them with their own history, qualifying for the term authentic.  Many things influence their decision and personal responses as they have been manipulated by a series of different expert opinions and personal assessments of the topic, so whether the experience they had was genuinely their own or not can be questioned. Dialogue should be encouraged in heritage space as allows a diverse perspective across all cultures. 
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