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

Heritage in general plays a significant part of both societal and individual history and it is stated that it is somewhat defined to be “about cultural traditions, places and values.”[footnoteRef:1] This means that the heritage sector has a responsibility to represent the culture of the place to a good extent so as to preserve the memory of the place for the community itself and the visiting public. The concept of authenticity is linked to this through artefacts and heritage locations as well as historical scholarship. What needs to be decided is the importance of it when it comes to presenting heritage to the public along with other factors that would make the presentation successful. [1:  Drummond and Yeoman. 2000] 

Firstly, it is essential to explore what makes an object ‘authentic’ in the terms of heritage or otherwise. Museums in general are assumed to be authentic to a significant degree because they are known by all to hold objects that are seen as primary resources and heritage sites are primary resources in themselves.[footnoteRef:2] This indicates that the term authentic can be interchangeable with that of original and therefore unique compared to all other objects as well as contemporary to the time period.[footnoteRef:3] This means that when a person is presented with these pieces of heritage, they will be able to have the feeling of being connected to a piece of the past and the people who lived there. But it has to be questioned why a person will feel that way because of being in the presence of such an object. It can be argued that authenticity is “a cultural construct of the modern western world”[footnoteRef:4] which means that the west orchestrates authenticity a certain way rather than an object or place actually being authentic on its own. This in itself shows that the authenticity and the importance of objects and places can change due to political and social motivations. An example of this is the exhibition of royal women in the fashion museum, Bath. This museum holds multiple dresses that were owned and worn by members of the British royal family from the time of princess Alexandra in the 1800’s to the contemporary pieces worn by Elizabeth II.[footnoteRef:5]  Within this exhibition the dresses are structured in a chronological manner and have brief explanations as to who wore them, why they are significant and who designed them. One of the dresses that is probably quite well-known is an evening dress worn by the late Princess Margaret in 1953 (see figure 1), the reason for this being that it is linked to the news of her very controversial relationship with Group Captain Peter Townsend.[footnoteRef:6] The dress is authentic in the sense that it was a dress worn by the princess rather than a replica, and therefore it is a tangible part of the history of an individual. Culturally speaking, the royal family in general represent a major part of the British culture and as a result, they bring in a lot of tourism. This means that objects and places that are linked to them are seen as much more significant compared to that are not. The permanent display pieces at the fashion museum in Bath, although showing clothing from the same time period would not, in theory, attract as much attention despite it being just as authentic as a piece of heritage. This links into the idea that authenticity is attached to the western ‘consumer culture’[footnoteRef:7] which means that items can only be deemed as authentic if there is financial gain to be had. As well as this, heritage chosen to be presented is subject to preference in a societal sense and that “the value fluctuates with each transaction”[footnoteRef:8].  Using this idea in the context of clothing like that displayed at the museum in Bath, it can be concluded that the clothing there would have been in ‘fashionable’ in the stereotypical in the time period it Is contemporary to because clothing that was not in favour at that time would not have been preserved despite being an authentic item of that time. Following on from this, the objects chosen for display will reflect the main interests of the visitor. Again, using the example of the Fashion museum in Bath, the majority of the clothing displayed are dresses while there are fewer examples of men’s clothing and undergarments despite them being as authentic.[footnoteRef:9] [2:  Crew, S R. 2000]  [3:  Campbell T P]  [4:  Handler R p2]  [5:  Royal Women exhibition]  [6:  Fashion Museum Bath 2017]  [7:  Handler R p 2]  [8:  Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. (1998).
]  [9:  Fashion Museum Bath (2017) and the Royal women Exhibition (2018-2019)] 

In contrast to the general definition, it is not always heritage being a primary resource that makes it authentic and therefore, important. When it comes to areas of history that have little to no remaining evidence to see, or where the sites or artefacts have been damaged or can be easily damaged. The construction and reconstruction of such sites and objects could be considered authentic in some way. An example of this is the Bryn Eryr Iron age round house replica at Saint Fagans national museum of history (see figure 2) which finished construction in 2016 and are based on roundhouses that were excavated between 1985-87.[footnoteRef:10]  Building of buildings like this would be part of experimental archaeology which means that it would have been built using methods and materials close to what they would have in that time. It can be stated that experimental archaeology is a method to bring intangible heritage into sites along with the physical buildings and objects.  Because the building of the roundhouses would have likely have been built by volunteers, it shows that “there is a desire for people to purchase and engage with traditional crafts”[footnoteRef:11]. This means that the intangible heritage memory of the place would be passed on to the people building the houses and therefore preserving it. Which is one of the main purposes of the museum and heritage sites as a whole. The use of experimental archaeology brings forth a different way of educating the public because it doesn’t use the authenticity of the object itself but instead the ways in which a person would have lived, people would be amercing themselves in the history itself and therefore have a more in-depth understanding of it rather than viewing an object from a different time period. In the terms of authenticity, it would be the experience of the history through means of ‘traditional methods’ would mean that the people themselves could produce their own authentic object which makes it significant to the individual rather than the wider public.  [10:  St Fagans National Museum of History- https://museum.wales/stfagans/buildings/bryneryr/]  [11:  Craith M N 2015] 

In the twenty-first century, museums have developed into what is now seen as a performing museum where there is a lot more audience involvement compared to the past legislating and interpretive models. Within the performing model, museums and heritage sites make a point of using theatrical means to enhance the themes presented by the displays. This could be by individual character story telling and larger scale productions.[footnoteRef:12]  For example, Warwick castle is known to have multiple shows to demonstrate some specific events or activities in history. One of these is the ‘castle dungeon tour’ which is where a “cast of historic characters, immersive sets and surprising special effects”[footnoteRef:13] present narratives where the treatment of prisoners and executions within the castle and others like it over the course of the middle ages. Shows such as this primarily focus on audience experience rather than the heritage site as the subject. The castle as a heritage site holding such a show can be seen as more of a tool to emphasise the stories being told rather than the stories performed being an addition to the castle as a piece of ‘authentic’ history. This means that the performance is getting more focus from the audience compared to the object or site. It is thought by multiple historians such as Valerie Casey that performance not only shows an interpretation of an object but becomes the object in its own right.[footnoteRef:14] This means that the immersion of the museum experience is of increased importance compared to the primary object that inspired the heritage experience. From this, it can be said that “museum practice is more reliant on consumer economy cues”[footnoteRef:15] which means that in order to keep up the visitor count, museums need to make the experience an entertainment piece rather than relying on the authenticity of the heritage because seeing something that is from a specific time or event is not enough to hold the attention of an audience in this modern era. Possibly because of the development of television and other media outlets. Studies such as one analysed by Leahy and Jackson did show that children had a positive reaction to performance-based history in museum settings and “had vivid recall of events, struggles and dilemmas presented to them in a narrative form”[footnoteRef:16]. It can be said that using performance alongside the heritage objects gives an impression of real life to the history because it is physically putting an individual or group story behind the object. It seems that Audience members, young members especially, find it easier to recall the history of something when the context is shown to them in an active manner. This is also shown in the St Fagans museum by some of the historical buildings having the appearance that they are being used for the purpose that they were originally built for, like the Gwalia stores where there appears to be items being sold from within the historic building.[footnoteRef:17] This means that people themselves can experience to an extent what the people of the 1900’s did when it came to shopping experience. While if it was just the store front being presented, it would not gain as much attention from the public. [12:  Jackson A and Leahy H R 2005.]  [13:  Warwick castle website]  [14:  Casey, V. (2005)]  [15:  Casey, V. (2005)]  [16:  Jackson A and Leahy H R (2005)]  [17:  St Fagans National Museum of Wales (2018)] 

Other examples of immersive experiences in museums is that of the volcanoes and earthquakes exhibition at the Natural History Museum in London where there are features such as videos, sounds and a moving floor simulator to exhibit the experience of an earthquake within the museum environment.[footnoteRef:18] While this does not have any performance in the physical sense, electronics do the ‘performing’. In the case of the volcanoes and earthquakes exhibition, the use of video and simulators is recreating real life experiences from around the world rather than a specific time period or place. This means that the event being presented is not necessarily authentic in a traditional sense but is authentic in the sense that that sort of thing does happen in the world. Another example like this is that of the Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty exhibition which was held at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York; this exhibition included many articles of the late designers clothing displayed along in a specific fashion along with lighting and music to show the narratives of his design process.[footnoteRef:19] This kind of display was made to make the articles themselves the performers in the place of acting to show the interpretation of the objects clear to the audience and to somewhat make a spectacle in order to be memorable to the public. Although the objects being displayed are authentic in the sense that the clothing are the genuine designs of McQueen, it can be said that the it is the spectacle that is remembered rather than the history of what is attempted to be presented. The same can be said about the earthquake simulator and other forms of performance heritage as well, because people may not be noticing the fact or idea being presented, they may be viewing it in a ‘shallow’ fashion in that they are seeing it as just an entertainment piece rather than genuine information being presented and therefore will not remember it. [18:  http://www.nhm.ac.uk/visit/galleries-and-museum-map/volcanoes-and-earthquakes.html]  [19:  Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty [may-August 2011] also described by Campbell T P (2012) and The Met museum (2011)] 

Another way in which it can be viewed that people may be viewing history in a ‘shallow’ is people using the internet to digitise records of the artefacts and displays within the museum. This means that the heritage being introduced to a much wider audience and the awareness of the history is increased easier and quicker than what it would have been in the time before the internet being widely used.[footnoteRef:20] This means that heritage from one place is getting a lot more attention from around the world rather than just the local area. This could mean that while the use of websites can take away somewhat from the objects and displays in general, because instead of actually going to see the artefacts in person, they would be viewed only through the website and apps because of the ease for which it would take to do so. From this, it can be said that the use of things such as websites can take away from the objects themselves, because “objects should be more than illustrations…. more than standardized edifying images”[footnoteRef:21].  The use of websites, can be said to be a good thing overall because, with the amount of people viewing such heritage online, there would be a high number of people who would then make the effort to visit them in person if they had interest in the subject. [20:  Campbell, T P. (2012)]  [21:  Ramesh, S et al. (2009)] 

In conclusion, Authenticity as a definition when it comes to heritage can be very flexible in the terms being that sometimes it does not take the original object itself alone to be termed ‘authentic’. It can be said that in some contexts, reconstructions through experimental archaeology can be viewed as authentic as the original construction. When it comes to significance, authenticity has significance only when the views of the community call for it because authority is “shared between museum scholars and their audiences”[footnoteRef:22]. This means that it is the decision of the community in a political and moral way which decides which objects are significant enough and therefore authentic enough to bring in the visitors to view them. This is shown by the royal women exhibition at the Bath fashion museum and to an extent the McQueen exhibition, as those clothes in particular are viewed as more important than all others; despite there being other clothes from the same time of a similar style that are not treated in the same way. Along with this, the emergence of the performance museum model over the previous interpretive means that more importance is placed on the experience which means that the displays are placed in such a way that it reflects the views of the world[footnoteRef:23]. This means that more emphasis is now put on entertaining the visitors while attempting to educate them at the same time, like the events at places like Warwick castle. Though to what extent this is achieved, is not very clear. This can be done with or without the objects or site being authentic, authenticity in heritage can now be viewed as more of a benefit rather than a necessity if you take this standpoint. [22:  Crew, S. (1996)]  [23:  Bennett, T. (1995)] 
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