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Introduction  
When walking through a museum, we are often surrounded by mysterious ancient artefacts; objects that seem to whisper stories from long ago. Like old crafts, historical objects contain an aura, according to theorist Walter Benjamin (Vassilev, 2023). This report will explore how that sense of history and wonder can be recreated using modern materials and techniques. The idea of making something look older than it really is, can have many different intentions. Sometimes it is deceitful, as in the case of Han van Meegeren, who famously forged Vermeer’s paintings by mastering 17th-century techniques and materials (Michalska, 2024). But beyond fraud, ageing an object can be an imaginative and playful act of storytelling. From children staining paper with tea to create ‘ancient’ treasure maps, to film designers distressing costumes and sets to transport viewers to another era, artists and creators have long been fascinated by the look and feel of time. Even video game developers evoke nostalgia, often using pixel art styles and chiptune music to make contemporary games seem retro (Engamez, 2025). 

Our culture’s obsession with vintage style in fashion, interiors, and art, shows how much we value the illusion of age and a feeling of nostalgia. This essay will explore various artforms that borrow from the past to create something new, blurring the line between authenticity and invention. The first practitioner discussed will be Damien Hirst, focusing on his ‘Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable’ project. This is a collection of fabricated artefacts accompanied by a mythical backstory that challenges the viewer’s sense of truth, history, and belief. Unlike Han van Meegeren, Hirst was not using the aging process fraudulently, but he was attempting to humorously deceive. The second practitioner will be fashion historian Valerie Steele and her research on fashion, nostalgia and reviving styles and previous trends.  The third example is a musical group called The String Quartet, who bring old music styles into modern songs. 

Practitioner 1: Damien Hirst: Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable (2017)

In 2017, British artist Damien Hirst presented us with one of his biggest and most talked about projects called ‘Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable’. The work consists of a collection of objects and a film telling the ‘story’ of the artefacts. The exhibition was displayed as a collection of rescued objects from the bottom of the sea, from a mythical ship that supposedly sank thousands of years ago. The collection had more than 180 sculptures, ornaments, and relics. That were deliberately covered in fake coral and sea growths to create an ‘aged’ look.  

Hirst created the story that these artifacts were once owned by a freed slave named Cif Amotan II. The film follows a team of ‘researchers’ as they identify Amotan’s shipwreck beneath the surface of the Indian Ocean and retrieve the sunken treasures. Hirst claimed he was involved as a benefactor to support the project, only revealing later that he had made the whole story up. The name Cif Amotan II rearranges into the phrase ‘I am fiction’ (Halperin, 2018) reminding viewers that everything they are seeing is a constructed myth.  Cif Amotan II, the ship, the ancient artefacts were all a modern artwork disguised as history. Hirst and his team created this whole exhibition which people at first believed to be a real archaeological museum. Each piece had an authentic label with information, and a fake documentary film showing divers ‘discovering’ the objects underwater. Access to the Damien Hirst’s documentary is here: Link 

Even the title, Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable, already admits that the story is ‘unbelievable’ but also tempts us to believe it anyway. Hirst plays with that balance between truth and imagination, and he shows how art can make people suspend disbelief the way we do when watching a film or reading a story. He also highlights how easily we can be fooled by appearances, and how power, money, and reputation often decide what counts as ‘real’ or ‘important’ art.

[image: Damien Hirst 'Demon With Bowl' Sculpture @ Palms | Hypebeast]
[bookmark: _Toc216783934]Figure 1: Titian Demon with bowl by Damien Hirst (2017)

 
When walking into the exhibition in the entrance of the Palazzo Grassi, the audience was greeted with an 18-meter headless titian Demon with bowl. The resin sculpture appeared to be made of bronze, and its head was displayed nearby. “It's dread head lies adjacent and identifies it as a comical over-enlargement of William Blake’s The Ghost of a Flea (c1819-20)” (Lloyd, 2017). The Ghost of a Flea is a miniature painting (1819–1820) by English artist William Blake the artwork presents a haunting, monstrous form that Blake said appeared to him in a vision. He explained that the spirit of a flea told him that such creatures contain the souls of men who were once consumed by violent and bloodthirsty desires. It could be argued that this choice of reference was a metaphor for consumerism, but it was also humorous that people were deceived by such a huge figure.
 The overall collection was impressive, with statues and objects that looked bronze, marble and gold. The objects looked both ancient and strangely modern, with familiar faces like a coral covered Mickey Mouse, Goofy and Transformers amongst the collection. By mixing real looking ancient objects with modern pop culture icons, Hirst confused his audience leaving his viewers wondering if it was true or made up. It is usually upon seeing these icons that the penny drops for the audience. ArtTop10.com has created a video that visually sums up the full effect and scale of the pieces. It is worth viewing as it puts the whole exhibition into netter perspective than photos alone. It can be viewed here.
The making of the pieces was just as detailed as the story. Hirst worked with many skilled craftspeople, using both old and new techniques. Some sculptures were carved by hand, while others were created using 3D scanning and casting technology. They were made from materials like resin, marble and porcelain. After that, they were coated with artificial coral and other sea textures to give the illusion of age. This careful attention to surface detail made the objects look convincingly ancient, even though they were freshly made in modern workshops. Hirst made use of casting and hand sculpting to create these artifacts which he then made to look old. The choices of materials and the process of artificially aging the objects may have taken away a sense of ‘aura’. In Walter Benjamin’s theory, “mass produced or reproduced images have no aura. Auras only own unique, handcrafted items” (Vassilev, 2023 p.4). This was a reaction to the age of mechanical mass production. Part of the loss of Aura comes from the separation of art from its historical context through reproduction techniques. For Benjamin, authenticity is a requirement for aura, which means Hirst’s creations would be seen as void of aura by Benjamin. 
Hirst is well-known for being a controversial figure in contemporary art. Much of the debate surrounding his practice arises from his heavy use of studio assistants to produce his works, raising questions about authorship, originality, and artistic authenticity. More recently, he has been accused of lying about the age of his work, claiming that some of his paintings are not as old as he says (Ferrier, 2024). His studio model draws parallels to the factory-like systems of production used by artists such as Andy Warhol. “You have to look at it as if the artist is an architect, and we don’t have a problem that great architects don’t actually build the houses… every single spot painting contains my eye, my hand and my heart” Damien Hirst cited in (Souza, 2024).
Despite being controversial, Hirst is clearly very clever. Looking at his pasts work and, in this project, it connects to his ongoing interests in big themes like life, death, belief and values. His practice pushes against traditional notions of what art should look like, using dark and unsettling imagery to merge attraction with unease, and life with death. In Treasures, he explored these same ideas but in a different way. The coral and rust covering each sculpture symbolised both decay and preservation. They make the objects look ancient, but they are brand new. This shows how time, storytelling, and appearance can change the meaning of objects. 

While the act of scrutinising whether an artwork is ‘real’ may seem uniquely modern heightened today by our uncertainty around AI imagery, artists have long engaged with visual illusion. This tradition stretches back thousands of years to civilisations such as the ancient Greeks, who explored how to make two-dimensional images appear three-dimensional. Greek artists including Apollodorus and his student Zeuxis had discovered how to create visual deceptions using realistic painting and shading techniques. They are famous for being able to trick people into thinking their painted works were real objects, with painted grapes so lifelike that birds would try to eat them (Contentscape, 2025 ). However, as Roland Barthes suggests, illusion in art extends beyond technical skill and into the realm of signs and myths. In Mythologies (1972), Barthes argues that images and objects can become loaded with cultural meaning, appearing natural or truthful when they are in fact constructed. This helps explain why contemporary audiences continue to be convinced by illusion. Belief is shaped not only by what is seen, but by the cultural narratives that surround it.

Hirst took this idea further by building a full fictional world. He did not just create artworks; he created an entire myth with characters, history, and even fake scientific evidence. By doing this, it solidified the audiences’ views in believing them. The documentary also helped to sell the story as true. It is not until the end of the documentary when a Mickey Mouse sculpture is shown that the audience finally sees the fiction.
[image: Damien Hirst, Mickey, a bronze sculpture of Mickey Mouse imagined as an antiquity dredged up from the bottom of the sea. Damien Hirst and Science Ltd. All rights reserved, Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York, 2017; Photograph by Prudence Cuming Associates.]
[bookmark: _Toc216783935]Figure 2: Mickey by Damien Hirst (2017)
 
When the exhibition opened, it caused huge debate. Some critics called it brilliant, imaginative, and visually stunning. Others said it was over-the-top, fake, or more about money than meaning. “Don’t be fooled: in fact, it is an overblown, kitsch pastiche, characterised by lifeless surfaces, lurid emotions, and vile, excessive details, such as a couple of toadstools growing on the base. Ugh” (cited in Weingarten Art Group, 2025). However, it could be argued that the work had a lot of meaning. Hirst gets people to think about how museums and collectors decide what is valuable or authentic. People often believe something is important just because it is presented in a museum or because a famous artist made it. Hirst wanted to show how easy it is to believe a story when it is told in a convincing way. This taps into the postmodern art movement where we question, ‘what is art?’. Aside from the classificatory definitions of art, such as a painting or a sculpture, art is usually considered art if it is intended to be art, if it is made by an artist, or if it is collected or displayed as art (Barrett, 2017). By this definition, Hirst’s piece is art because it is presented as art.       

Whether people loved it or hated it, the project achieved one of art’s main goals; to make people question, feel, and debate. ‘Treasures from the Wreck of the Unbelievable’ is not just about fake artifacts, but about belief, imagination, and the stories that shape how we see the world. Hirst reminds us that sometimes, what matters most in art is not whether something is true, but how powerfully it makes us think and wonder.



Practitioner 2: Fashion Historian Valerie Steele
Fashion is the most obvious example of nostalgia and time being used in modern day. This is because fashion trends move in cycles, constantly bringing back styles from the past, like the current trend for Y2K fashion and the1990s fondness of 70s inspired clothes and shoes. Fashion historian and director of the museum at New York's Fashion Institute of Technology Valerie Steele comments that “elements from past styles can be resuscitated again and again every few years” (Steele, 2025). She also describes the fashion industry as a “giant hoover that sucks up all sorts of interesting looks” (cited in Design Indaba, 2013).  In the documentary by Design Indaba, Steele gives a talk describing fashion culture on a global scale, taking inspiration from not only different cultures but also aesthetics from the past, using previous decades as inspiration and reviving old trends with new meaning. 
[image: Valerie Steele: “Fashion is a legitimate subject in education”]
[bookmark: _Toc216783936]Figure 3: Valerie Steele with her book 'Fashion Theory' (2018)

Nostalgia plays a major role in this process. People are naturally drawn to familiar styles because they feel comforting and memorable. Because of this, clothing becomes a way for people to reconnect with parts of themselves or the past.   Fashion also taps into cultural memory, as certain looks can remind people of their youth, important life moments, or iconic media images. Revived trends often remind us of past eras, personal memories, or cultural moments. When old styles come back like 80’s bold statement pieces, 90s grunge to minimalism or Y2K fashion, they are not copied exactly. Instead, they return with a modern twist, using updated materials, technology, or styling so that they feel both familiar and new. Roberts & Geroge (2025) argue that “nostalgia captivates most when it subverts expectations. Dig into archival aesthetics, then push them forward to spark a new conversation rather than merely paying homage” (p.25). Young people may even adopt trends from eras they never lived through, simply because the visual style feels appealing or iconic. Steel explains that some out-of-date styles can look dated, but “for true votaries of fashion, bad can also be good, ugly beautiful, old new” (Steele, 2025).  An example is the mini skirt, which first came into fashion as part of the 1960s sexual revolution.  The mini skirt has come back into fashion several times since its first appearance, but each time there is a different message from the original sixties spirit. Today, the mini skirt is more about choice and style than having a revolutionary impact.  Steele explains this change in the language of clothes by saying that while fashion is expected to reference the past, it does not mean “that fashion is ‘saying’ the same old thing (Steele, 2025). 


[bookmark: _Int_cvlgWdab]Nostalgic, new fashion satisfies two psychological needs at the same time; the comfort of something recognisable and the excitement of something fresh. Arnold-Forster (2024) mentions that the 1970s had a nostalgia for fashion of the past, which led to a commercialisation of nostalgia. The fashion for these nostalgic trends was also a social and psychoanalytical commentary for the time. By understanding psychological needs for past looks in new clothes, nostalgia in fashion became heavily commercialised and profitable. This shows that it is not only nostalgia that makes fashion repeat, but also economic and technological changes. Advanced technology in fashion has made trend cycles much faster. Fast fashion companies quickly reproduce revived styles and make them affordable, allowing people to experiment without much commitment. This constant flow of new, but historically inspired, pieces encourages trends to come and go rapidly. Social media has made the cycle even faster. Platforms like TikTok and Instagram spread nostalgic vintage looks instantly through mood-boards, archive images, and influencers who reintroduce old aesthetics to new audiences. “Research shows that vintage fashion online trends increased significantly during the pandemic, as people yearned for the good old days” (Crepax, 2024). This is explained by people staying taking influence from the internet, as well as having more opportunity to rummage through the wardrobes of older family members and try on their clothes, styling them in new and innovative ways. Luxury brands also take part in this revival by returning to their archives.

Steel focuses on the corset in one of her books. The corset was worn as an undergarment for centuries to give women an hourglass silhouette but has been revived in contemporary fashion.  Steele claims that the corset was once condemned as an ‘instrument of torture’ and was rejected as being sexuality exploitative, and a tool for coercive control over women by the patriarchy that caused health issues. However, when worn as part of the ‘underwear as outerwear’ trend, corsets offer nostalgia and romance to contemporary outfits.  She also states that the corset revival is sexy and empowering, rather than the restrictive garment it once was (Steele, 2001). Steel’s book was originally published in 2001, but almost 25 years later, the corset is still being worn as part of many outfit styles.  Corsets can be worn casually with jeans, as part of a ‘going out’ outfit, or as part of subcultures such as goth, regency core and cottage style (Bramley, 2024). However, Susan Issac, a representative of Royal College of Surgeons of England, published an article named ‘The dangers of tight lacing: the effects of the corset’. In that she states that “Women were often laced so tightly their breathing was restricted leading to faintness. Compressing the abdominal organs could cause poor digestion and over time the back muscles could atrophy. In fact, long term tight lacing led to the rib cage becoming deformed” (Isaac, 2017). In contrast, other research noted that the corset helped their wearers physically, mentally, and emotionally. “In time, my posture improved and my body language became more powerful. Where I used to have a trembly quality voice, I learnt to lift my rib cage and push my lungs against the rigidity of the corset to project my voice” (Williams, 2016).  Originally the corset played into the male gaze, but modern corsetry signifies empowerment and confidence. Even though Lucy Fordyce described them as ‘19th century faint-causing-death-traps’ she also states that the corset allows “whoever wears it to feel comfortable in their own skin, to engage with the past and present of fashion and femininity on their own terms” (Fordyce, 2020) . Steele argues that if the person wearing it feel comfortable, confident and sexy, and it their own choice to wear it, a corset can be empowering. She tells BBC Culture that tight lacing does look good on film (D’Silver 2021).           

Overall, fashion repeats because it is shaped by emotion, memory, and constant reinvention. Nostalgia draws people back to comforting styles, psychological desires make revived trends feel exciting, and modern technology and fast fashion push these looks out faster than ever. As Valerie Steele’s research shows, the past never disappears in fashion it is continually brought back, reimagined, and reshaped for a new generation.  This is echoed by Roberts & George (2025) who state that artists should reimagine rather than replicate.




Practitioner 3: Vitamin String Quartet
Nostalgia plays a powerful role in the way we experience music. It shapes both our emotional responses and the kinds of sounds that return to popularity. Music has a unique ability to transport us back to specific memories, places, or feelings, which is why older genres and familiar styles often come back into newer trends. Artists and producers deliberately tap into nostalgic sounds like retro synths, vintage production techniques, or references to earlier decades because these elements create an immediate sense of comfort and recognition for listeners. At the same time, audiences are drawn to music that reminds them of childhood, past eras they never lived through, or cultural moments that feel simpler or more authentic. This blend of emotional connection and cultural recycling means nostalgia becomes both a marketing tool and a creative force, influencing everything from chart-topping songs to aesthetic revivals in music videos and album design.  Ghost box tapped into the musical aesthetic by creating new music from familiar, older sounding melodies. This created an “artificial deja vu where you are duped into thinking that what you are hearing has its origins somewhere in the late 60s or early 70s” (Fisher, 2013 p.134). Similarly, The Caretaker created songs from old samples, sometimes ancient recordings but more often from 1930s ballroom music and distorted them to create a new sound.  This music is described as “characterised by a sense of nostalgia, imbued from the maudlin source material he has sampled” (Flynn, 2024).

The Vitamin String Quartet (VSQ) is a contemporary music ensemble known for reimagining modern rock, pop, and alternative songs in the classical style of string quartets. Founded in Los Angeles in 1999, the group takes familiar contemporary tracks from artists like Bone Jovi, Billie Eilish, and Taylor Swift and transforms them into elegant, orchestral arrangements that sound as if they belong to a bygone era. An example can be found here. By using traditional instruments such as violins, violas, and cellos, VSQ bridges the gap between modern and classical music, creating a sense of timelessness while still revealing subtle clues that the pieces are contemporary. Their work plays with nostalgia and reinterpretation, showing how modern culture can be reframed through classical aesthetics. This approach mirrors visual artists like Damien Hirst and fashion designers, who create new works that mimic the look of historical artifacts or styles, blending authenticity and artifice to challenge how audiences perceive time, style, and originality. 
[image: Vitamin String Quartet featuring the Music of Bridgerton - The Lincoln  Center]
[bookmark: _Toc216783937]Figure 4: Vitamin String Quartet (2024)

Throughout history, different musical styles have been shaped by the instruments and techniques popular at the time. In the Baroque period (1600–1750), composers like Bach used instruments such as the harpsichord and violin to make complex, decorative music. During the Classical period (1750–1820), composers like Mozart used smaller groups, like the string quartet, to create balanced and elegant pieces. The Romantic period that followed added more emotion and bigger orchestras, introducing brass and percussion. By the 20th century, new genres such as jazz, rock, and pop appeared, using electric guitars, drum kits, and keyboards. These changes show that it is often the sound and instruments, not just the melody, that make music feel old or modern.
VSQ plays with this idea by using classical instruments to perform modern songs. When they replace electric guitars or drums with strings, the whole feeling changes from rock songs and become gentler and more emotional and pop hits take on a new depth. This shows that any tune can sound older or newer depending on the instruments and style used. Just as old songs can be remixed with modern beats, a lot of older songs get featured in newer songs.  This technique, called ‘sampling’, “often feature looping melodies and beats, creating a predictable and soothing sonic environment. This predictability ... familiarity and nostalgia. The human brain is drawn to familiar sounds, which can evoke memories and emotions” (Venture, 2024). Reusing melodies or lyrics from older tracks and gives them a modern twist. It connects generations older listeners recognize the original, while younger audiences hear something fresh. n the novel, The Black List (2019) the narrator talks about VSQ stating that “what I think is cool is that older people enjoy them and are often fooled into thinking it’s some ‘new’ Bach or Beethoven while everyone is going around thinking I know that song” (D.D.K. 2019, p.114). The reason for being drawn to this type of music could be a nostalgia and longing for a lost time.   

 VSQ’s music reminds us that style and sound can shift the listener’s sense of time. “Vitamin String Quartet is about applying rock n’ roll attitude to classical technique” (Zlata, 2024).  This means they keep the energy and passion of modern music while performing it with the skill and structure of classical musicians. VSQ’s work shows that music does not have to belong to one era as it can move between past and present, blending both worlds. Their performances help people hear modern songs in a fresh way, proving that classical music can still feel exciting and relevant today. 




Conclusion 
Across these examples, it becomes clear that contemporary culture continuously looks backwards to move forwards. By exploring Damien Hirst’s invented antiquities, Valerie Steele’s explorations of fashion’s cyclical returns, and the Vitamin String Quartet’s transformation of modern songs into classical forms, each practitioner shows how the past remains a powerful creative resource. Their work demonstrates that age is no longer something fixed in time, but something that can be fabricated, re-performed, or reimagined to generate new meaning. The desire to recreate the ‘aura’ of history, even through artificial means, reveals how strongly we associate authenticity with age, while also exposing how easily that association can be manipulated.

Rather than simply imitating older forms, these examples reveal how nostalgia functions as both a method and a motivation to revive styles, and a way to emotionally reconnect with cultural memory. What appears 'old' is often carefully constructed, and what feels familiar may only be an illusion designed through material choices, storytelling, or stylistic borrowing. Yet these acts of reinterpretation are not simply nostalgic; they invite critical thinking about authorship, authenticity, and the authority we give to historical objects or aesthetics.

Ultimately, the concept of creating ‘new from old' is not just about recreating age, but about questioning why we value it. Nostalgia brings comfort, but it also allows artists and designers to challenge assumptions about truth, originality, and cultural memory. By blurring the boundaries between past and present, these practices encourage us to reflect on how history continues to shape our imagination and how contemporary creativity depends just as much on what we choose to revive as on what we invent.
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