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 HOW IMPORTANT IS THE CONCEPT OF AUTHENTICITY IN THE PRESENTATION OF HERITAGE?

	
The concepts of authenticity in the presentation of heritage will be the main focus of this essay, this essay will investigate what authenticity is, going through its definition and its usage in the heritage sector to understand the concept of the theory and what it represents. Not only is it imperative to formulate an understanding of how Authenticity works in the heritage sector, but also how it coincides with the concepts of aura and pastness, particularly how these two concepts help bring the idea of authenticity to life for the public in museums and heritage sites. There are many scholarly debates on the importance of Authenticity, and their arguments will create an understanding on the complexity of the concept of Authenticity. Furthermore, this essay will look into the positives and negatives of Authenticity, as well as reproductions using the scholarly discourse and how it supports the presentation of heritage. But not only how and why, but whether or not the concepts such as authenticity require additional support like pastness, and the arguments below of Latour and Lowe and their importance, and how imperative is the concept of authenticity to the public, and is it more than consumerist.
	Firstly, many scholars ranging many disciplines, such as archaeology, museum studies, tourism studies and many others discuss and create arguments on what authenticity is. There is no one definition on what authenticity is, although Walter Benjamin writes that authenticity is the essence of all that is transmissible, to its beginning, from its substantive duration to the testimony it holds to the history in which it has experienced[footnoteRef:1]. However, academics such as Walter Benjamin rely heavily on other concepts such as ‘aura’ and its importance together with authenticity.[footnoteRef:2] It is also important to note that due to the ambiguity of the term authenticity, Resinger and Steiner suggests abandoning the concept of a merely object-oriented form and to adopt a more existential form of authenticity.[footnoteRef:3] Lau also advocated for more of a realistic and social form of authenticity, despite this, other academics do call for an embracing concept of complexity and relational qualities.[footnoteRef:4] There are also numerous facets of authenticity with their own importance relative to their niche, for example: creative authenticity, cultural authenticity and many more.[footnoteRef:5] Cornelius Holtorf is also important on understanding what authenticity is, specifically from the discussions on ‘pastness’, which support authenticity greatly in helping our understandings of the concept.[footnoteRef:6] There are other concepts which help authenticity become clearer – however, a focus on pastness and aura is most crucial as these are the more discussed topics. Consumerism is also at the core of authenticity, “so much so that it is the cornerstones of contemporary marketing”.[footnoteRef:7] Thus, the concept of authenticity can be a difficult one, but has many additional concepts that create a wider understanding of the term. Without the concepts of aura and pastness, authenticity can turn into a slope that lacks prominence.  [1:  Walter, Benjamin. and Underwood, J.A. (2008) The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. London: Penguin.]  [2:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), p. 270. <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003>]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Joseph, C, Nunes. et al. “The Concept of Authenticity: What It Means to Consumers.” Journal of Marketing, vol. 85, no. 4, 2021, p. 2 JSTOR, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/27114307>]  [6:  Cornelius, Holtorf. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, pp. 427–43. JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.> ]  [7:  Nunes, Joseph C., et al. “The Concept of Authenticity: What It Means to Consumers.” Journal of Marketing, vol. 85, no. 4, 2021, p. 427-43. JSTOR, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/27114307>] 

	Reproductions create the most discourse for authenticity, although their uses have developed to cater towards the public displays and have become mediums of the artistic interventions – arguments have arisen that digital copies in particular can possess abilities to evoke emotions and memories of the public.[footnoteRef:8] This can be defined as ‘auratic’ due to the sense of transcendental experience through the works of art.[footnoteRef:9] Despite the importance of digital reproductions, Walter Benjamin does iterates in his essay that mechanical reproductions lose their sense of aura in comparison to the original works by the artist.[footnoteRef:10] Benjamin also asserted that despite the artistic cultures of copying, it does predate the mechanical means of reproduction, and that the aura of a work of art withers in the age of mechanical reproduction.[footnoteRef:11] A fine example of reproduction not disrupting the aura of art, is the numerous instances where manuscripts in monasteries during the Medieval period have been copied for centuries, reproducing the works of art. When viewing manuscripts such as those in Lampeter and that of the friends of Whitland abbey, the objects retain their sense of aura, despite being later than the original works transcribed by scribes throughout the centuries of the Medieval period. The aura of art is fundamentally bound to the objects authenticity in which is also located in the projection of sense, where it is unique and grounded in cultural history, and is rooted in the mystical and ritualistic origins of art and its essence – and the aura of art is a testimony to the history which it has experienced.[footnoteRef:12] Walter Benjamin also mentions that the reproduction substitutes the experience of singularity of the original for a numerous amount of identical instances, and it also allows originals to be contacted by the viewers that are outside of the site-specific sphere of its belonging – and this severs the object from its historical and cultural context as a whole.[footnoteRef:13] Andrea Witcomb describes that the loss of aura is rooted in the institutional authority of museums, and that the loss of the ability to distinguish between the real and the copy, is the death of the object and a reduction of knowledge to information.[footnoteRef:14]  [8:  Sarah, Kenderdine, and Andrew Yip, ‘The Proliferation of Aura: Facsimiles, Authenticity and Digital Objects’, in The Routledge Handbook of Museums, Media and Communication, 1st edn (Routledge, 2019), i, p. 274.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Walter, Benjamin. and Underwood, J.A. (2008) The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction. London: Penguin.]  [11:  Sarah, Kenderdine, and Andrew Yip, ‘The Proliferation of Aura: Facsimiles, Authenticity and Digital Objects’, in The Routledge Handbook of Museums, Media and Communication, 1st edn (Routledge, 2019), i, p. 275.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid.] 

Boris Groys in his works discusses the validation of ‘original’ aura, writing that digital archiving does not affect the aura of an object and ignores it altogether, it in fact preserves the aura, and the object itself is absent – but the metadata about the here and now of the original is preserved.[footnoteRef:15] Materialist totality, or the totality of the flow, is understood as the negative totality, which reaches this by the means of rejecting all attempts to escape in the fictive, metaphysical, spiritual space which is beyond the material world, and abandons all the dreams of immortality and eternal truth. But, despite human bodies being subject to ageing, death and dissolution, and the flow of the material process; It does not mean that the human beings are also in the flux. As Groys says, the material flow provides the object with aura, it is the ‘in-situ’ of the object in other words, if the object is removed it can lose its authenticity and its aura.[footnoteRef:16] This theory can indeed hold truth, but it is not evident in the publics opinion on what authenticity is; therefore, due to authenticity being a consumerist feeling and its fundamentality to the consumer, can it truly be the case. Many members of the public visit museums and do not care for whether the object has been removed from its original place. An example of this is St. Fagans. Most of the visitors do not entirely understand nor do they care whether the buildings have been relocated, and still feeling the aura of sites, despite being removed from their locations. Lowe and Latour in their work on the migration of aura make an intriguing point on reproduction. They argue that it is not up for debate that the original does indeed possess the embodiment of what aura is under the definition of Walter Benjamin; however, the obsessions in originality and identifying it increase proportionally with the availability and accessibility of multiple copies of better quality.[footnoteRef:17] Latour and Lowe write that if a large amount of energy is devoted to the search for the originality of an object, specifically for archaeological and marketing purposes – it is due to the possibility of the making of copies, and how it has been so open-ended, if there were no copies of the Mona Lisa existed for example, would there be a pursuit with such tenacity, if whether or not the version held under the glass protection of the museum by such sophisticated security is truly the original that was painted by Leornardo.[footnoteRef:18] Therefore, the original is dependant on the copies, as without these copies, the idea of the Mona Lisa being the ‘original’ is not as impressive.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Sarah, Kenderdine, and Andrew Yip, ‘The Proliferation of Aura: Facsimiles, Authenticity and Digital Objects’, in The Routledge Handbook of Museums, Media and Communication, 1st edn (Routledge, 2019), i, p. 275.]  [16:  Boris, Groys. 2018. ‘In the Flow’. <https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=WBZPEAAAQBAJ&lpg=PA1&dq=boris%20groys%20in%20the%20flow&lr&pg=PA1#v=onepage&q&f=true>]  [17:  Bruno Latour, Adam Lowe. ‘2011’. ‘The Migration of the Aura Exploring the Original Through Its Fac similes’. Thoma Bartscherer; Roderick Coover. Switching Codes Thinking Through Digital Technology in the Humanities and the Arts, University of Chicago Press, p. 4. ]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid.] 

Cornelius Holtorf on pastness writes that the main flaw of the cultural approaches to the concept of authenticity of archaeological objects is that academics replace the materialist concept with a constructivist one, in which they claim that authentic objects of our past are cultural constructs of the now.[footnoteRef:20] Rather than focusing on the age, the focus must rely on the quality of being from the past.[footnoteRef:21] Holtorf writes that pastness is the term to use on the objective to denote the quality or condition of being of the past, an authentic archaeological object can be defined as inheriting pastness.[footnoteRef:22] Pastness is rooted in the perception or the experience, it is entrenched in the given cultural context that it possess.[footnoteRef:23] Sian Jones mentions that the heritage sector require the concept of pastness, in order to truly focus on the way people interact and experience the historic environment, which addresses peoples emotive and meaningful engagement of said environment and the exhibitions of the site.[footnoteRef:24] There are churches that possess specific architectural styles and this can create a sense of pastness, such as those who follow the styles such as that of Romanesque or Gothic architectural styles, although not accounting on whether the building itself was built in the past, the architectural styles embody the sense of what pastness is, but this is not the only denominator on pastness.[footnoteRef:25] Another example of this has to be the modern castle of Guédelon in France, Burgundy.[footnoteRef:26] As the site is being built through the usage of experimental archaeology has used techniques from the 13th century and earlier, and is recreating the style of Manor Castles from France, from this period of the 13th century.[footnoteRef:27] Not only can architectural styles enhance a sense of pastness but so can the ruin of buildings and objects – if a wall from a ruin is in an obvious state of decay regardless of if it was built 20 years ago or a century ago, it evokes the feeling of pastness.[footnoteRef:28] Materiality of objects and its age speaks to the populace through wear and tear, and this is a quality of the way the past is viewed by us.[footnoteRef:29] Furthermore, because authentic archaeological objects are both of the past and of the present, it is best not to ask how old that object or building is, but to rather question how old an object may be, the pastness present and which aspect of the object creates this representation of the past.[footnoteRef:30] Lowe and Latour share a similarity with Holtorf’s concept of pastness sharing a constructivist approach. Without the preconceived ideas of the public both concepts fall into a category that lacks importance, and this continues to create authenticity as a main projection to the consumer’s experience in the heritage sector. [20:  Cornelius, Holtorf. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, p. 430. JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.> ]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  Cornelius, Holtorf. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, p. 431. JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.>]  [23:  Ibid.]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  ‘Guédelon - Nous Bâtissons Un Château Fort’. [n.d.]. Www.guedelon.fr <https://www.guedelon.fr/en/>]  [27:  Ibid.]  [28:  Cornelius, Holtorf. “On Pastness: A Reconsideration of Materiality in Archaeological Object Authenticity.” Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 86, no. 2, 2013, p. 431. JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/41857332.>]  [29:  Ibid p. 432.]  [30:  Ibid p. 441.] 

Benjamin Walter’s works on aura and authenticity are described by many academics as a heavy-handed approach, but not all academics share this sentiment. Aura and authenticity are interconnected, both are grounded in the ritual and tradition, which are not static and are dynamic as performative and communicative devices.[footnoteRef:31] Since its commonly argued that the authenticity of objects and sites are an embodiment in a tradition which is to a degree ritual, authenticity of the experiences is a part that creates an engagement with aura, and the connection between the object and the experience conjures a tool to build a gap between the public and the object.[footnoteRef:32] Boorstin argues that tourism is a pseudo-event where the public seek the inauthenticity due to their inauthentic lives, but this cannot be the case – a lack of authenticity surely creates the need to find more, in order to experience it.[footnoteRef:33]  [31:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), p. 271. <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003>]  [32:  Rickly-Boyd, J.M. (2012) “Authenticity & aura: a Benjaminian approach to tourism,” Annals of tourism research, 39(1), p. 272. <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2011.05.003>]  [33:  Ibid.] 

The positives of concepts such as authenticity, is that it explains the reactions of the public in junction with their environment – it creates this understanding of why, what is the importance of the object and how should it be catered to the public’s lens. The copy does not evoke the same reactions as does the true original object – without the true object, it simply cannot become as exciting to the public view.[footnoteRef:34] Although there are instances in which reproduction and a lack of the authentic object can create this sense of authenticity. An example of which is in the National Museum of Cardiff, there are a number more of reproductions, such as that of Archaeopteryx and a Mammoth, however, these do still evoke a sense of authenticity as the viewer is experiencing the engagement created through the environment of the museum. Although, the National Museum of Cardiff does still have the authentic, and the reproduction only aids, therefore, despite it holding a different route, the ideas of Latour and Lowe are crucial in the justification of authenticity in the heritage sector, as without these copies, or productions that are not real, there is no support to the real authentic object.[footnoteRef:35] Moreover, pastness is crucial in the overall experience of authenticity, and the Mammoth nor the Archaeopteryx evoke this perception of pastness. Boris Groys does help with understanding the true authenticity of an object or a site, however, it is not imperative that it is constructed for the presentation of heritage. The public in specific care more for the object that is in front of them, and do not take much notice on whether this object is in its original location or if it has been entirely moved, as mentioned above, St. Fagans is ‘the’ main topic on this argument. The aura is a must when regarding authenticity, without the trueness of the authentic, the reproductions as argued by Latour and Lowe, aura is not as nearly as apparent. The authentic objects in the National Museum of Cardiff embody this, creating an aura that is supported by the reproduction to support the visitor in understanding what the object is. Jones is entirely correct in pastness being the most important characteristic that museums must present in authenticity, as without it, what is the need of the object that is being shown to the public, and the public simply will not engage with the exhibition. [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Bruno Latour, Adam Lowe. ‘2011’. ‘The Migration of the Aura Exploring the Original Through Its Fac similes’. Thoma Bartscherer; Roderick Coover. Switching Codes Thinking Through Digital Technology in the Humanities and the Arts, University of Chicago Press, p. 4.] 

To conclude this paper on the importance of authenticity on presentation of heritage, authenticity is a must in the presentation of heritage, without authenticity the presentation of heritage becomes to some degree pointless, although not entirely. However, despite the need of authenticity for the public’s perception of heritage, it is entirely constructed by the museum or heritage site itself – if the exhibition does not outline the pastness of the object, the aura, and the authenticity become lesser. Pastness is what creates the response of aura, as without the idea of the pastness or in the least a visual experience of pastness. One cannot truly be a viewer of the authentic because what is the clues that are creating the presentation of the authentic. Without pastness, and reproductions also, the aura of the authentic cannot be truly experienced, reproductions enhance the experience of the authentic but are not required in order to understand the authenticity of the presentation of heritage. It is also important to conclude that authenticity is heavily relied upon consumers, as it is the consumer that embodies the objects aura, as without consumers there is no aura nor authenticity to experience.
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