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


Museums have a definition of authenticity that is presented in a different way compared to other areas of heritage. Bell, Campbell and other Curators and Museum designers see the impact that Museums can give to artifacts to present them as historically important. Some Historians, such as Huyssen, believe that some heritage should be left as it is and that could be just as powerful and authentic. The concept of authenticity for Museums is based on how the specific Museum wants the artifacts or heritage sites to be presented and the context made. The concept of authenticity is based on how much authority is given to objects over the audience and viewer and hugely influence the information the viewer is gaining. Studies have been done to see how Museums use influence over the viewers in various learning types. 

Ford W. Bell was President of the American Alliance of Museums, known formerly as American Association of Museums, from 2007 to 2015. He says that ‘Museums are to be experienced the authenticity. Museums show a unique power of heritage, cultural, historic, natural and scientific’. For Bell, only museums offer this kind of ‘singular experience’ in our society to look back at 14,000 years of History (Quentin. D, Authenticity PowerPoint, 2024, slide 4). The ‘genuineness of place, structure or artifact’ is what gives the artifacts the power to amaze and even transform the visitor. They carry within them the ‘spirit of the original inhabitant or artist or event’ (Quentin. D, Authenticity PowerPoint, 2024, slide 6). This is something intangible but still very palpable, and authentic. Virtualize the experience will result in this ‘spirit’ that Bell talks about being gone and the magic along with it. To preserve the magic for generations to come will conserve the unique power of the heritages; cultural, historic, natural, scientific which can be to pass that on to future Generations, to help them shape a better future for humankind (Quentin. D, Authenticity PowerPoint, 2024, slide 6). Therefore Bells definition of authenticity is that Museums should be experienced in person to gain the ‘magic’ that makes it Authentic. The viewers have to experience the artifacts to experience the authenticity. 

Thomas P. Campbell was Director of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York from 2008 to 2017. He saw Authenticity as in the experience of seeing the artifact. He builds on Bell and state that to bring understanding to the audience and to draw in audiences and allow them to experience the objects in person. He says that ‘Authenticity’ and authentication is at the heart of museums’ concerns, in displays, objects, and interaction with visitors’. Authenticity is an expression of a desire that is equally troubled as it is resilient. Authenticity in Museums needs to be experienced in person to gain knowledge and admiration of the object seen. Campbell uses the example of his tapestry exhibition at the MET to explain how experience in person can bring a better effect and admiration for the objects on show. (Campbell, T.P. Ted talk 2012). Campbell believes that for a Museum to be authentic there is a need for theatrical displays to entice the audience to gain the information.

Valerie Casey was a museologist and designer, known in The Technocratic museum - The sanctified space of the museum with its highly refined display anchors objects' authenticity and infuses them with the aura of the museum's cultural authority. The symbolic realness created in the museum actually exceeds the object, transforming it from a work of art or artifact into an icon of that work (Quentin. D, Authenticity PowerPoint, 2024, p13-17). Casey also continues to focus on the presentation of the objects in Displays. She explains that ‘display mechanisms’ create a physical impediment that contrasts with the immediacy of everyday objects. This heightens the viewers response to the museum object aura, but for the piece of glass the viewer could touch the same canvas that Da Vinci touched, handle a rock from the moon's surface, or feel a bone from a prehistoric mammal. As a result, modern viewers have become conditioned to read object value through the circuit of display which generates aura (Quentin. D, Authenticity PowerPoint, 2024, p21). For Casey, the presentation presents the item as more important and special and possibly present the object as having some Historical significance which most of the time is does not. Anthropologist Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett echoes this assertion by saying, "[in the museum] objects are not found, they are made." She believes that Museums do not just gather valuable objects but make objects valuable by gathering them. The museum is able to produce cultural knowledge by organizing how the materials it authorizes are seen by controlling the Gaze (Destination Culture: Tourism, Museums, and Heritage 1998). Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s approach suggest that Museums can manipulate the importance of the object by using displays to gain the viewers’ attention.

According to Penrose, the concept of authenticity is museums covey authenticity to the Viewer and audience. This brings understanding on the power that Museums have over what the viewer and audience understands as being authentic and what is not authentic (Penrose, J. 2020. p1247). Museums look at how they can convince their own narrative. Some museums use their own brand influence (Penrose, J. 2020. p1248). The definition of authenticity is widely varied (Penrose, J. 2020. p1248). The problem with the term authenticity in fieldwork and literature is one that ‘one never knows the term except by analysis of context which meaning is salient in any given instance’ (Bruner, E,M. 1994. p401). By looking at Bruner’s observation, we can identify that the definition of authenticity is very difficult to define (Penrose, J. 2020. p1248). Authenticity ‘matters to people’ as people as they value and ‘are moved by’ things that are seen to be ‘real’ (Penrose, J. 2020. P1248). Museums can overspend and pay more attention to the ‘experiential nature of the visits’ rather than the attention going towards the artifacts and portraying factual and accurate information to the audience (Jin, L, Xiao, H, Shen, H. 2020. p1). There is a focus on the experience on the visitors then the actual artifacts (Jin, L, Xiao, H, Shen, H. 2020. p2). 

Historical objects are representations of the past and in the example of the Soviet Union, the question of how to represent the past are presented. However, what objects are focused on can affect the information and interpretation of the Historical event. The intention and context of the Museums and collectors needs to be brought into question. The state of being authentic, in terms of real, relates to the value society places on objects in particular contexts (Quentin. D, Difficult Heritage PowerPoint, 2024, p18). This creates issues on the version of events within History can easily be manipulated to an inaccurate version which impacts the knowledge and the event as it happened in reality. The Museum’s definition of what is Authentic is to be questioned as what is truly authentic can be manipulated depending on the aims of the Museum or the Collectors. However according to Lynn Meskell, tourism and architecture may provide the most effective strategy of economic and emotional adjustment so that tourism may represent the ultimate past mastering (Meskell, L. 2002. p571). But is Heritage best not being left alone. Andreas Huyssen uses the Fuhrer bunker as a question to how Heritage could be dealt with and how it can remain authentic. He saw the remains of the Fuhrer bunker as a void saturated with invisible history, with memories of architecture both built and unbuilt. It presented a desire to leave it as it was, the memorial as empty page right in the centre of the reunified city (Andreas Huyssen, 2003). In the views of many, something so horrific that is should be left to be taken over by nature and should not be memorialised by museums.

Pine and Gilmore write that people in current society see the world in terms of ‘Real or Fake’ and want to buy ‘genuine’ or ‘real’ (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p76). Authenticity is becoming the new consumer ‘sensibility and the experiences are what pushes the consumer to buy (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p76). Artifacts have a huge impact on the authentic experience that Visitors get to a Museum (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p78). Museums rely on money, whether it be grants, donations or fees, and this causes Museums to use fake artifacts and replica’s to gain more money and more visitors as like any business (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p78). Despite Museums being seen as being ‘non-profit’ even with the entrance fees that some Museums charge, they can be seen as ‘fake’ (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p78). An editorial in the wall street journal wrote about Museums being seen as being completely Fake (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p78). Museums should not be the ones that decide what is authentic but should present the finding that archaeologists make not create new ones (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p78). There are two dimensions in what makes something authentic, the first being it is true to itself and the second is being what you say and what you are, in terms of Museums this is about the museums being ‘trustworthy’ and ‘honest’ (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. P79). The two-dimension show that the Museums should represent themselves as honest and truthful in the artifacts and the information they present. Most Museums use displays, presentations and appearances to attract the audience and present the ‘fake’ (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p79). 

However there is one museum that is truly authentic, the Lascaux II, which is a recreation of the Lascaux caves that was so fragile it had to close in 1963 from the public and Lascaux II was made a few Hundred feet away in 1983 and recognises that it is only a recreation and not the real thing (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p80). However a third Lascaux is being made as Lascaux II is not seen as accurate enough and Lascaux III will also be known as Faux Lascaux II (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p80). All the paintings are widely known to be replica’s and the Museum is open with letting the public known that the cave is not the original but is a replica of the paintings in the caves (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p80). The aim of Museums is to attract an audience of all ages and the main way to do this is special effects (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p80). Pine and Gilmore wrote about a quote taken from John. Y. Simon, who is a History professor at the Southern Illinois University, who wrote that Museums should be ‘places to display authenticity’ and not portray ‘the Disney version’ (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p80). Museums create a false and happy narrative of History or one that attracts the attention of the audience rather than aiming to factually inform the audience of the true events of History. Museums create a false narrative and show that as the authentic narrative to the audience. Many artifacts in museums are replica’s as seen in the Lincoln Museum (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p80). However, the Stories being told are not what is fake but rather the techniques of storytelling can have an impact on how the story is portrayed (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p92). But it can be argued that places like the Lincoln Museum have ‘Disney-fy’ the Museum and may have adapted or twisted the story to suit the museums views and agendas (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p92). It is hard to question what is real and what is fake in terms of the museums definition of what is authentic (Pine, B,J. Gilmore, J, H. 2007. p93). Therefore according to Pine and Gilmore some but not all museums can show fake narratives and fake artifacts that impact what the audience sees as real but also that the audience, like in businesses, will act like a consumer and the museum will adapt works depending on the audience the museum wants to attract.

Jackson and Leahy performed an experiment with 40 students in 2005 to see if active participation in role-playing and museum theatre events contributed to students’ increased engagement with and recall of museum content. 20 students went to read and see the exhibit whilst 20 went with an Actor to take a more theatrical approach. The conclusion came that Students demonstrated personal connections with subject matter and cited that enjoying the museum theatre or role-playing experience helped them to learn. Students in the museum theatre group had more vivid recall and showed a more empathetic grasp of information when it was presented to them in the theatre narrative. In contrast, the non-theatre groups had a harder time remembering and piecing together the elements of their museum visit and the information presented to them, especially two months after the museum visit (Jackson, A., Leahy, H. R. 2005, Pp 9-10). 

Students in the museum theatre group displayed a better ability to empathize with experiences from the museum’s period of focus, often by identifying with the characters they encountered at the museums, than did the other students. Museum theatre students expressed that learning from a character made information about the period easier to remember and many felt a personal connection to the performers. However, in some cases the use of characters to relay information inhibited museum theatre students’ abilities to make connections with the broader picture, and more students in the non-theatre group were able to link their museum activities to a larger historical understanding(Jackson, A., Leahy, H. R. 2005, Pp 9-10).

According to Abbas Pourhossein Gilakjani, students need to understand the material presented to them. To achieve this there needs to be a use of Various teaching methods (Gilakjani, A, P. 2012, p105). Kinaesthetic learning is an active-‘hands-on’ approach to learning (Gilakjani, A, P. 2012, p106). Kinaesthetic learners often go for the more practical and tactile learning and often get frustrated when sat for long periods of time (Ldpride.net. 2008, p4). There are other learning types are Visual and Auditory. Visual learner better link with pictures and visual effects. Visual learners often depend on the instructors or teachers gestures and body language (Gilakjani, A, P. 2012, p105). There is a huge focus on Photos, diagrams, maps and Graph as they are great visual aids (Ldpride.net. 2008, p3). Auditory learners best retain information through listening and interpreting information (Gilakjani, A, P. 2012, p106). Sounds, Music, discussions, teachings, etc are some of the best ways that auditory learners absorb information. 

These different learning types are what museums are working around. With the use of Audio recordings, objects and tour guides, each of the different learning types are now able to retain information in the best way that is suited to them. The reason of the experiment was to see how visitors best retain information. 

In conclusion, the concept of authenticity is heavily influenced by Museums and collectors. Museums use various learning types to enforce the information that they portray on the viewers giving the objects the authority to influence the viewer and the information being retained. The authenticity of artifacts are based on the authority that is given to them by the museums. What is seen as authentic can easily be influenced by Museums into seeing and believing the version of History that the Museums want to portrayed. The concept of Authenticity in Museums is heavily influenced by what the Museums wish to portray in terms of Object and context. In the ideas of most of the Historians mentioned such as Pine and Gilmore, Museums give fake narratives and fake objects to attract certain audiences. Displays are often seen as the important aspect for a Museum creator as seen with Bell and Campbell. Some Historians, such as Huyssen, believe that some heritage should be left as it is and that could be just as powerful and authentic and let nature become the museum and preserve the structure which is known to have happened with the Fuhrer Bunker which cannot be seen but how Nature took over the Nazi structures within Berlin is a testament to the feelings of how to deal with the harsh heritage. Therefore the concept of authenticity varies based on the museum’s agenda, what heritage is being dealt with and how the Museum wishes to portray the authentic. The concept of authenticity is important to the heritage, but heritage is being presented in some museums as ‘real’ however are often defined as ‘fake’.
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