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When looking at the presentation of heritage, whether it be a museum or a heritage site, one of the key aspects to take note of is authenticity. The issue of authenticity can be looked at from two points of view: The first being whether the items themselves are of genuine origin, or whether they are simply replicas created to commemorate the original item. The second viewpoint involves the ongoing digitalisation of the world, and the fact that museums are becoming more internet friendly by moving most of their collections online. While it can be said that authenticity is the most important thing a museum or heritage site can have, there are equally valid arguments that authenticity is not necessarily essential when presenting heritage to the general public. There are several museums that can be used in the argument for authenticity being the key factor in the presentation of heritage, however there also several other museums that support the argument that authenticity is not the most important aspect when it comes to the presentation of heritage.

It can be said that the concept of authenticity is essential when looking at the presentation of heritage, as the primary function of a museum is to present the past to the general public and provide them with an education about it. The fact that several of the modern-day museums are making several parts of their collections digital actually removes the aspect of authenticity, as by taking away the physical aspect of an artefact the authenticity is lost. For example, the Museum of natural History in Saint Fagans, near Cardiff. While the primary part of their collection is the buildings, the majority of which were dismantled stone by stone and rebuilt on the grounds at Saint Fagans, they have a significant collection of non-tangible history, such as folklore tales and traditional Welsh songs (<https://museum.wales/collections/online/?field0=string&value0=Songs&field1=with_images&value1=1> [Accessed 9 October 2021]). While most of these songs and stories were taken from word of mouth, several had been written down, or had recordings made of them during the early years of the museum's existence. However, the songs and stories themselves are not available to listen to or to see at the museum, instead all form of audio are available exclusively online. This takes away from the authenticity, as it removes the items themselves from the time they were created, as hearing them online would be entirely different from how it would have been heard originally.

Another museum where authenticity is key is the museum in Newport, South Wales. The museum’s collection rationale focuses on artefacts that originate from or near to the Newport area, from the prehistoric times right up to the twentieth century. This gives the museum a broad range of areas to choose from, as the history of Newport is incredibly diverse, ranging from Roman ruins right up to artefacts from the shipyards during the heyday of Newport docks. (<https://www.newport.gov.uk/heritage/en/Museum-Art-Gallery/Museum-Art-Gallery.aspx> [Accessed 10 October 2021]) The centrepiece of the museum is the remains of a Roman mosaic, which was dug up in the nearby Roman town of Caerwent (O. Blackmore, Fonmag.Blogspot.Com, 2021 <https://fonmag.blogspot.com/2020/06/what-happened-to-roman-mosaics-in-old.html> [Accessed 8 October 2021)]. Had this been a replica, the significance would not be great, as a replica mosaic would simply be as effective as a illustration. However, the fact that it is a genuine article, an “authentic” piece, highlights the fact that authenticity is key. Also, the fact that the mosaic itself is layed out in the centre, surrounded by an elevated walkway suggests that it holds value, and in some cases, it draws guests away from the planned route around the museum and away from the other exhibits. This shows that authenticity is important when it comes to the presentation of heritage, as if guests are led to believe that an artefact or an item is an original piece, then they hold it in a higher regard and therefore make an effort to pay more attention to it. Also, the fact that it is positioned in the centre of the museum leads the guest to believe that it is authentic, meaning that visitors will take more care around it, but might also make the museum itself more memorable, meaning the guests might recommend the museum and as a result there would be an influx of visitors to the museum.

A good example of a heritage space that can illustrate that authenticity is important yet simultaneously displaying that it is not key is Beamish Museum, in County Durham. Similar to the Museum of Natural History in Saint Fagans, the Museum at Beamish is an open-air museum, which portrays life in the Northeast from the early 1800’s right up until the 1950’s. One of the focal points of the museum is the replica of a 1900s town, within which there are several original buildings such as the motor garage, inside which most of the museum’s smaller vehicles such as the automobiles and bikes are stored, as well as a department store, sweet shop and a pub (<https://www.beamish.org.uk/explore-discover/1900s-town/> [Accessed 8 October 2021].). In a similar fashion to Saint Fagans, the buildings in the Museum at Beamish have been dismantled brick by brick, transported to the museum and then rebuilt into their original forms. In some respect, this can be seen as authentic, and in turn can be used to support the idea that Authenticity is key in the presentation of heritage. However, because these buildings have been removed from their original settings and were probably rebuilt utilising modern techniques can also suggest that authenticity is not as important. Another aspect of the museum that is often overlooked is the fleet of vehicles, the trams being the centrepiece. The museum has a collection of original trams, which have been taken from around the country, with a heavy focus on the Northeast region. The earliest tram in the collection dates back to 1880, and is a horse drawn tram that was originally based in Newcastle, and the latest tram is a standard electric tram that came from Sheffield (G. Palin, <http://www.britishtramsonline.co.uk/beamishfleet.html> [Accessed 9 October 2021].) The fact that all of these trams are original, with some dating back as far as the late 1800’s suggests that authenticity has a place in the museum at Beamish, as although the trams are not running on their original routes in their hometowns, the fact that they are still running to the present day and have not had any major changes suggests that the museum would much rather have the original fleet running and not some replacements. However, there is another side to the argument of authenticity in terms of the rail-based fleet at Beamish, because as well as the electric tram fleet, there is also a collection of some replica pioneering steam locomotives that run on the replica 1820s waggonway. Amongst other locomotives, there is a replica of Puffing Billy that was constructed in 2006, but was originally constructed during the early 1800s, and was reported to have been running in 1814 (<https://preservedbritishsteamlocomotives.com/puffing-billy-0-4-0-wylam-colliery/> [Accessed 10 October 2021].) The other locomotives on the line are of a similar origin, where the original locomotives were constructed during the pioneering age of the railways, but replicas were constructed during the early 2000s to run on these waggonways. This suggests that authenticity is not the most important factor in the presentation of heritage and history at Beamish, as the real original locomotives still exist around the country, but the museum still uses the replicas. This means that the original machines can be left intact and not run the risk of being damaged during a full restoration, but guests to the museum are able to experience the locomotives as the people of the 1820s would have done. In this light, authenticity has less of a priority, as if the museum had simply decided against the building of the replica locomotives, then there would be no alternative wy to see how the pioneering railways or waggonways would have functioned during the 1800s, as the waggonway at Beamish museum is unique to the museum, so by having this small section of track for the pioneering waggonway locomotives to run on with replica period rolling stock allows for the guests of the museum to experience the dawn of the railways in the early 20th century

However, it can also be said that authenticity is not necessarily the most important weapon in the arsenal of a museum, as certain aspects of authenticity actually limit the museum’s main goal. The primary functions of a museum are to preserve the past and to educate people, as museums are spaces of learning.  By attempting to stick with the concept of authenticity and having everything on display be 100% authentic, it removes the possibility of having replica items on display, and therefore leaves a gap in the presentation of knowledge. For example, in 2008 the first ever new build steam train was constructed, a Peppercorn A1 pacific named “Tornado”. During the scrappage of Steam trains during the British Railways modernisation plan in the late 1960’s, the large express locomotives of the London and North-eastern Railway all had at least one member in its class preserved (<https://www.a1steam.com/trust-history/> [Accessed 10 October 2021]). However, none of the Peppercorn A1 pacific class had been preserved. The A1 pacific trust had their first meeting on the 24th of March 1994 to discuss the feasibility of making a replica of one of the Peppercorn Pacific locomotives. Work was started on constructing the locomotive, and in 2008, 60163 “Tornado” was finished, the first new steam locomotive since the construction of Standard class 9F 92220 “Evening star” in 1960. The concept of authenticity is flawed when looking at it in this sense, as if a heritage site declines new builds such as tornado purely because it is not original defeats the raison d’etre of a museum, because although it is not a completely original machine, it is a faithful replica with little to no changes. The fact that the only thing different about it if it were to be compared with another locomotive built during the 1930’s is that it was constructed using modern methods should not mean that it is invalid, as it can still educate people on that class of extinct locomotive and still functions as an original locomotive of the time would have done. Another example of a new build locomotive that fills in a gap in railway history is that of the Great Western Railway “Saint” class, 2999 “Lady of Legend”. The Saint class was introduced in 1902, but all were scrapped by 1950. Constructed using another Great Western railway locomotive, a mixed traffic “Hall” class “Maindy Hall”, the Hall class being a later improvement on the Saint class (<https://didcotrailwaycentre.org.uk/article.php/63/2999-lady-of-legend> [Accessed 9 October 2021]). The reason that “Lady of Legend” holds significance is because during the modern-day preservation scene, there are not many locomotives from the Great Western Railway from this period of time, as there was no real motive for anyone to save these locomotives. In this regard, authenticity has less of a priority, as by recreating a lost class from a period of time where there is a noticeable lack in locomotives, particularly in terms of Great Western Machines, Didcot Railway centre has filled in a gap in railway history. However, there is some authenticity to the “Saint”, as many parts of the locomotive were from the original “Maindy Hall”, so the fact that a majority of the parts in the locomotive are genuine Swindon parts allows for some authenticity to remain, so overall authenticity is not the most important factor in the presentation of railway heritage, but the new build projects that are starting up around the country are allowing for some authentic parts and methods to be used whil constructing these new locomotives.

My personal opinion on the concept of authenticity in the presentation of heritage is that it is important to a certain degree. The digitalisation of collections, while it does allow for a wider audience to engage with it, it removes the element of authenticity as the physical item itself loses the value it holds as it is easier to just simply find it online. Also, digital recreations of artefacts available online lack the soul that the genuine artefacts do. In that sense, authenticity is the most important factor in the presentation of heritage, as in a world where everything is becoming more “convenient” and everything is digital, having that safe space where everything is physical and is right in front of you makes all the difference when it comes to educating the general public. However, authenticity shouldn’t dictate wholly what a museum collects, as even replicas of historical artefacts can provide the same experience as the real thing. In some cases, replicas can do a better job in presenting history to the general public, as in some cases the original artefacts are not in a good physical condition, and as a result it is difficult to distinguish what it may have originally been, and what its original function would have been. Replicas can also enhance certain museums, such as the open-air museums, where “living history” is portrayed, and having functioning replicas that can carry out the same tasks as the originals allows for these museums to educate people about the way of life in days gone past without having to put the original artefacts at risk. This also allows for guests, particularly the younger guests, to have a hands-on experience with the “artefacts”, meaning that hands on learners would be able to gain a much more clear understanding of that specific area of history. By having replicas of those specific items, it allows for the original artefacts to remain as they were found when they were dug up or rediscovered, but then means that their story can be told through a replica that holds less value. If a museum or heritage site contained solely contained replicas, then it would lose all sense of authenticity and as a result would defeat the purpose of a museum. However, it would still be able to educate visitors, so in that respect it can still carry out the functions of a museum. If a museum contains a mix of replicas and the genuine artefacts, then the concept of authenticity is prevalent as the genuine authentic exhibits have not been replaced by digital and physical replicas, so that sense of authenticity remains. To conclude, the concept of authenticity should be prevalent during the presentation of heritage, but it should not necessarily dictate how a museum should shape its collection, as if a replica can carry out the same task as the original artefact it’s based off, then realistically authenticity does not need to be at the forefront of a museum. However, as the primary function of a museum is to preserve the past, some level of authenticity is needed in order for a museum to function properly. 
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